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PROLOGUE 


IF ANYONE had told me I would spend the first night of the 
Romantic Voyages convention in bed with an Olympian god, 
I would have said they were crazy. See, this guy was 
gorgeous. Way out of my league. It’s not that I’m ugly or 
anything. But this guy.... He was a good-looking Arnold 
Schwarzenegger. Like the love child of Arnold and Ben 
Cohen. Luckily (in this case) men are a rare commodity at a 
romance book convention, and through some magical and 
fortuitous circumstance, I got the honor. 


We didn’t do what I was hoping we’d do, what I’d 
fantasized about for the preceding hour (or day even), but I 
was no fool. I learned a long time ago that I would rather 
regret what I have done over what I haven't. 


Once, when I was barely out of the closet—I must have 
been all of nineteen—I went out of town to hook up with 
this guy I’d met several months before at a science fiction 
convention (I was a big old geek!). I’d gone to meet one of 
my favorite authors and wound up meeting this hottie as 
well. 


We'd talked on the phone several times since we’d met, 
which had been kinky fun, and made plans to get together 
for an even kinkier weekend. I got there only to discover he 
had a brand-new boyfriend—i.e., they’d met two nights 
before—and it turns out they’d found “true love.” 


In two days. 
Right. 


I was completely thrown for a loop, and I could tell it 
made Alan (my supposed partner) feel guilty (it should 
have!), and after a short conference between the two, they 
offered a weekend of three-way delight instead. 

I turned them down. 

I had my principles after all. 

Principles? 

They looked like really young versions of Starsky and 
Hutch—the originals, not the mediocre pair from the stupid 
movie—and I said no? 

Oh. My. God! Or “O. M. G!” as my friend and comrade 
at New Visions Press, Jeannie Feinberg, likes to say. 

For over twenty years now, I’ve wondered what fun I 
missed out on with those boys. I can only begin to imagine. 
Three nineteen- to twenty-year-olds having sex for an entire 
weekend? All that youthful energy? All that testosterone? 
All those ceaseless erections and multiple orgasms? 

OMG! is right. 

Who the hell did I think I was? Sandra Dee? I was 
going to spend the weekend with Alan to fuck (and maybe 
tie each other up), not discuss when it was appropriate to 
use tongue when we kissed. I hadn’t gone looking for 
romance. 

The point—or moral, I guess—is never pass up a 
weekend of three-way sex with horny nineteen-year-old 
versions of Starsky and Hutch. 

Never. 

Ever. 

Not for any reason whatsoever. 

So when Dino Milosavljevic (cover model for many a 
barbarian, pirate, and yes, romance novel) pinched my 
nipples at the cocktail author meet and greet and asked me 


if I wanted to fuck, I answered with a quick and decisive 
“Yes!” 

Had I known that I would become a suspect in a 
serious crime before the convention was over I might have 
made a different decision. But it’s probably a good thing I 
didn’t know. 


Regret what I have done rather than what I haven't, 
after all. 


And really, even with all that happened—stabbings, 
attempted murder, police investigations, destruction, drag 
queens, and insane housewives—it all ended well. 


Now, my high school creative writing teacher would 
have dragged my ass over the coals for starting my story 
this way. However, the famous science fiction editor 
Gardner Dozois once said to me: “Jude, I have a shitload of 
submissions to read. Mountains of them. I rarely get to the 
slush pile and when I do? Well, you got to grab me with the 
first sentence. Something like... ‘When the Pope woke up 
that morning, she realized she had forgotten to use her 
contraceptive the night before.’ Start a story like that and I 
guarantee you I’m going to read it!” 


Thus all this stuff about murder, and sex with gods. 

I’m not saying it is as good as his beginning, but it’s 
not too shabby. 

What’s more, this is a true story. 

It happened. 

It happened to me. 


CHAPTER 1 


“Mın if I borrow your bedroom while you’re out of town?” 


The question could not have been more unexpected— 
or more ill-timed. 


“You want to ‘borrow’ my bedroom?” I asked. “What 
for?” 

Lionel stood before me, hands in pockets, looking 
sheepish. Who knew if he was blushing or not? My 
beautiful roommate was so dark his skin was almost blue. I 
could see a lot of it too. Skin that is. All he was wearing was 
tight jeans that were riding so low I could just make out the 
top of his well-groomed pubes. 

“Tm, ah....” He grinned, teeth dazzling and, like the 
rest of him, nigh on perfect. “I’m going to have a little party 
while you’re gone.” 

I searched his face, his huge dark eyes, that full-lipped 
smile. What was he up to this time? A little party? 

Then it hit me. 

“Oh for God’s sake,” I said. “I take it you won’t be 
using my room for coats?” 

Lionel shrugged, his mop of thin and yet somehow 
always controlled dreads bouncing around his lovely head. 
His grin grew even bigger. 

“So when you say ‘bedroom’, what you really mean is 
my bed.” 


“I promise to wash everything before you get home. 
Everything will be April fresh.” 


“You’re having an orgy? This weekend?” I fixed him 
with what I hoped was a steely look. “Any reason why it’s 
this weekend?” Lionel had gotten me pretty heated up on 
more than one occasion telling me about his sex parties. I’d 
never been to an orgy before and wanted to. I’d had a few 
three-ways of course. What gay man who’s been out for 
over two decades hasn’t? I’d even been in a four-way. Once 
upon a time even a pseudo six-way. But never an orgy— 
although I suppose a six-way (even if it was only a pseudo 
one) could constitute an orgy.... 


Images of hunky naked men fucking over every piece 
of furniture in our apartment filled my mind. And I was 
going to miss out. “Dammit, Li. Why are your parties 
always while I’m out of town?” 


“T have parties while you’re in town,” Lionel lied. He 
pulled his hands out of his pockets, held them out before 
him, all innocence. 


“Not your sex parties,” I said. 


Lionel shrugged again, this time in that curious, one- 
shouldered way of his. “I just didn’t think you’d be 
comfortable with this group of guys,” he explained. I 
couldn’t help but catch what sounded like a small note of 
sympathy in his tone. 

“I see,” I said, getting what he wasn’t saying. “I’m not 
hot enough is what you’re telling me.” 


His grin vanished, to be replaced by a look that 
reminded me of the expression on the face of my best 
friend Jeannie’s toy poodle when it was caught making 
“poopie” under the dining room table. All huge-eyed and 
sad. “Jude,” he moaned. “I didn’t say that. It’s just these 
guys are a younger crowd, you know?” 


Ah. So it was my age. “Like forty-one makes me 
Methuselah or something?” 


Lionel sighed. “In the gay world, it might as well be a 
hundred and forty-one.” 


“Great,” I said. “Old before my time.” 
“Not old-old,” Lionel said. 
“Just gay-old,” I returned. 


Lionel gave me a look that was half smile, half frown. 
“You know, you don’t even seem like the type who’d want to 
go to an orgy,” Lionel said. 


“What type is that?” I asked. “I’m a red-blooded man. I 
want sex. What man, gay or straight, hasn’t fantasized 
about going to an orgy? Why wouldn’t I want to go to one of 
your parties?” 

“Well, damn, Jude. Look at what you do for a living. 
You write sweet gay romances, not porn. You should have a 
husband and a pretty little house with a white picket fence 
and an itty bitty little dog.” 


“T also work at Big John’s with you,” I remarked. Big 
John’s was a men’s specialty underwear boutique. It’s got 
quite a selection too. From your basic boxers to leather to 
thongs to underwear you might as well not bother wearing. 
There are even some that are assless. For easy access, I 
guess. 


“True. You like the cock. But honey, you are romantic 
through and through. You should be looking for love, not 
just cock. Especially at your age.” 

There was that age thing again. 

“To tell you my honest-to-my-goodness truth, I can’t 
figure out why you’re single,” he said. 

“You think I know?” I asked. Being single was not the 
goal of my life. 


“You're really all about the love. You’d make a great 
husband. Or wife. Or whatever.” 


Or whatever? 


Lionel sat on the coffee table, expertly crossing his 
legs and feet in that way of his that made my ankles hurt 
just watching him. “Why are you single, baby-doll?” 

I shrugged. I had no clue. 


I’m a nice guy. I am. I’m honest, kind, easy to get along 
with. I have a job—two jobs—pay my portion of the bills, 
and I have a car—although in Chicago, finding a parking 
space is almost as hard as finding a husband. 


I’m not bad-looking, like I said before. I’m not Jake 
Gyllenhaal. But I’m not Willem Dafoe, either. 


God knows I’ve dated. I’ve dated for twenty years. I’ve 
even had boyfriends, although my longest relationship was 
only about nine months. 


The problem is... well.... 
Dammit! 
I just always seem to date the wrong guys. 


Like Fred, the guy who dreamed of once—just once— 
performing on stage as a drag queen. Okay, why not? 
Doesn't exactly turn me on, but what could it hurt? 


Fred didn’t make a very convincing woman. He was 
tall and wide, with large hands and a big jaw. Angelina Jolie 
he wasn’t. But damn, when he stepped out onto that stage, 
Kylie Minogue’s “Can’t Get You Out Of My Head” blaring 
from the speakers, I could tell he thought he was. In his 
mind he was every bit of Angelina with some Kelly Clarkson 
and Katy Perry thrown in. 


I should have suspected trouble when he lip-synched 
so expertly that some people wondered if he was really 
singing. He also had no problem flinging himself around 
that stage in high-heels. First time? It might have been his 


first time on stage, but the man had been practicing a long, 
long time. 


Within two months, Fred’s apartment was crammed 
with dresses, shoes, and wigs. You couldn’t go over and 
watch a DVD without sitting on a hat or stuffed bra. It 
wasn’t just his place either. My bedroom and closet were 
soon piled and stuffed with his female clothing and 
accessories. The bathroom too. Makeup and hair removal 
cream and he was shaving his legs and chest and OMG! 


Fred expected me to help him lug all his shit around to 
the clubs every weekend! I had somehow instantly become 
what is known in the vernacular as a “drag husband.” I had 
not signed on for that. It was supposed to be “one time.” If 
I had wanted to be with a woman, I would have dated a 
woman. I liked men. Big, hairy, sweaty men. Hugh Jackman. 
Ben Cohen. Bradley Cooper. No shaved chests! No plucked 
eyebrows! No panty hose drying from the shower curtain 
rod! 

I ended that relationship. I haven’t been able to deal 
with drag queens since. You couldn’t pay me to go to a drag 
club. 


Then there was the vegetarian turning vegan who 
would lecture me every time I petted his cat or pointed out 
a cute dog on the street. He even called me a murderer 
once or twice. 


“You say you love animals,” he would say in a terribly 
annoying drone. “But you’ll eat one!” 


There was the “pet lover,” who turned out to have nine 
cats, two dogs, turtles, fish, three birds and a baby possum. 
In other words, no room for me. 


There was the guy who said he “liked” video games 
and instead was obsessed with them and played them 
morning, noon, and night—even losing a job because he 
couldn’t break away from his Xbox to go to work. 


The guy who was so out there that I felt like I was 
trapped in an episode of The Outer Limits every time I was 
with him. 


There were the boring men. 

The men who had problems with intimacy. 
The men who were codependent. 

There was the hypochondriac. 

The germophobe. 

The guy with no concept of personal hygiene. 
The alcoholics. 

The drug addicts. 

The glory hole addicts. 

The sex addicts. 

The men who couldn’t have orgasms. 


The ones who could have orgasms but it took all night, 
and I’d get a case of lockjaw in the meantime. 


One guy who was into tantric sex—which he defined as 
sex without orgasms. He believed by stopping just before 
cumming, our sexual power was reabsorbed into our 
bodies, taking us to a higher plane of existence. “I think 
that spiritual orgasms are so much better than physical 
ones, don’t you? And a hell of a lot less messy!” 


Fuck that shit! Pun intended. 
Then there was the man obsessed with his mother. 
And the man who hated his mother so much he wanted 


to kill her, and shared the fantasies of her death and how 
he might bring them about in great detail. 

The racist, the bigot, the religious nut, and the general 
assholes. 

The list goes on and on. I’ve dated all of these men and 
none were husband material. All I was looking for was a 
nice guy. Around my age. Decent looking. Hopefully hairy 


(God, I love a beard and chest hair). Funny. Intelligent. Not 
boring, and not too “out there.” Was that too much to ask 
for? 

Apparently it was. 


So I figured if I couldn’t find Mr. Right, I’d settle for 
Mr. Right Now. The problem was, that’s what my life turned 
out to be. 


Twenty years of “Mr. Right Nows.” 


“Wuat you need,” Lionel said, “is for some man to ride up 
on a white horse and rescue you.” 


“Look, Lionel,” I said, sitting on the couch in front of 
him. “Stop trying to change the subject. Just be honest with 
me. Why aren’t I ever invited to your sex parties? I’ve got a 
dick. It’s a nice dick. I’m not ugly, and I’m not that old.” 


“Juuude, it’s... it’s just....” 
“It’s just what?” 
“Most of the guys who are coming to the party are 


models and stuff,” Lionel continued. “Two are actually with 
Abercrombie and Fitch! Really thin, you know?” 


This second part of his explanation felt like a punch to 
the gut. Or should I say paunch? “I’m too fat?” I asked, my 
hand falling to touch my tummy. It wasn’t a six-pack, but 
fat? Really? We couldn’t all be as thin as Lionel. “What, 
twenty pounds?” 

Lionel looked down at the floor. 

“Let me guess,” I said, not knowing whether to get 
depressed or furious. “In the gay world it might as well be 
twenty tons?” 

Lionel said nothing and I turned away with a huff, then 
spied my suitcases by the front door. My eyes flew to the 
clock. Damn. I had to leave in twenty minutes and I was 


discussing orgies, or my lack of going to one. I could not be 
distracted. I was always a mess when it came to traveling, 
especially by plane. Did I have everything? My tickets? 
Picture ID? Had I packed something I shouldn’t have? Did 
my bottle of lube contain too many fluid ounces? Had I 
packed my Man Douche? And would airport security pull it 
out of my bag in front of everybody (again) and ask me 
what it was for? 


“TIl make it up to you,” Lionel said, a whiny tone 
threatening to take over his voice. 


Yeah, right. “How?” I asked. 


“TIl throw you a bear party!” he said, the whine gone 
and glee taking over. “Ill grill hamburgers and bratwurst 
out on the balcony. Put on some bear porn and voila!” 


“So you think I’m a bear, huh?” The vision of hunky 
men fucking was replaced by enormously heavy men 
instead. How could I be a bear? Sure I had a hairy chest, 
and yes, I often let my facial hair go for a few days or grew 
a goatee; I worked mostly at home, after all. I didn’t need 
to shave every morning. And it was a good look for Big 
John’s, especially for the reason I was hired. But that made 
me a bear? That and twenty pounds? 


“Well, yeah,” Lionel said. “Sorta.” 
Great. Just fucking great. 


“Jeez, Jude. It’s not like you don’t ever get laid. You’re 
hot in your own way. All hairy and scruffy with that cute 
little muffin top. You’re sexy.” 

“Just not Abercrombie and Fitch sexy,” I replied. 

“Jude,” Lionel said. “It’s just that you wouldn’t get any 
action with these guys. They can be a little, oh, choosy. 
They might ignore you, and I don’t want you to get hurt. 
They’re all young and haa....” 


yy 


He stopped and I knew he’d been about to say “hot” 
even though he suddenly changed the word to “boyish.” He 
placed a hand on my shoulder. “They’re clones,” he said. “I 
can’t believe that they include me.” 


Sure. Right. Lionel had a body that looked like some 
ancient Roman statue. Carved from black marble to be 
sure, but definitely young and stunningly built, and unlike 
those statues, well-hung. 


“You gotta understand,” Lionel said. “These boys all 
have the same haircuts and clothes and smooth chests and 
they’re all six-pack-y.” 

Story of my life. Too old. Too hairy. Not hot enough. 
Not “six-pack-y.” 

So was that the reason I was still single? Jeez. I worked 
for a male/male romance book company. Shouldn’t men, not 
to mention romance, be pursuing me like a pack of starved 
dogs? 

“Fine,” I shouted and tried not to think of young gods 
fucking on my bed and the lack of benefit I was getting out 
of it. 


He squealed and hugged me. “Have I told you I love 
you more than my luggage?” 


“Not lately,” I said, pushing him away and looking at 
my own luggage again. Should I have brought my leather? 
Who knew? I’d never been to such a big convention before. 
Would Kansas City, land of Dorothy and Toto, even have a 
leather bar? And if it did, would I be too “fat?” Piss up a 
rope! 

“Pl tell you what,” Lionel said. “I’ll drive you to the 
airport. How’s that?” 


I turned. “Really?” I asked. 


Lionel nodded and I felt better immediately. I always 
hated driving into O’Hare, having to get there so damned 


early, what with security and everything. Leaving the car in 
satellite parking and catching the shuttle could add another 
hour easy. Chicago’s airport was like a small city unto itself. 
“Thanks, Li. That’ll help.” Then I remembered my lube 
bottle, and I was suddenly convinced it was too big. “Hey, 
you don’t have any of those tiny tubes of lube, do you?” 


He grinned. “Do I? I have an ice bucket full of them.” 


Of course he did. He was hosting an orgy this 
weekend. 


“T’ll get you some. How many? Five? One a day?” 
I laughed. Did he really think I’d get laid once a day? 
“Tl get you ten,” he said. “Just in case.” 


JEANNIE picked me up at KCI airport per our plan. She lived 
in Wichita, Kansas, which was about two and a half hours 
outside of Kansas City, so of course she drove. My plane 
arrived only four minutes after it was supposed to, which 
was Okay because she was a half hour late. I didn’t mind. It 
gave me time to get my shit together, grab coffee, and a 
little late or not, I didn’t have to take a shuttle. While I 
might have gotten to the hotel earlier, I just hate their 
shuttles, even the best of them. I’m always sandwiched in 
between someone with foul breath and a noisy, obnoxious 
child. 


Jeannie is around fifty, about ten years older than me, 
has reddish-brown hair and big black glasses. She reminds 
me exactly of the actress Megan Mullally, especially when 
she started appearing awhile back on that weird show 
Breaking In. The first time I saw her character, I called 
Jeannie immediately. 


“You’re back on TV,” I’d said with no preamble. “Why 
didn’t you tell me?” 


“Wha-what?” she’d asked in that almost nasal voice of 
hers. 


“But for shame, for shame. You are going to drive that 
cutie Christian Slater insane, you know.” 


“What the jumped-up Christ are you talking about?” 
she’d squawked. 


“On Breaking In,” I’d explained, as if to a child. “You’re 
on right now.” 


“Breaking what? Goddammit! I told you Tuesday is 
date night with Joe.” 


She called me about an hour later. Apparently date 
night had been ditched. “That was not me!” she’d cried. No 
“hello.” No “fuck you.” Just right into the deep end of the 
pool. “How many times do I have to tell you I don’t look a 
thing like her! Not on Will & Grace and certainly not now.” 


“Spitting image,” I exclaimed. “Same hair, same 
glasses, Same voice.” 


“Eat me,” she commanded, and then hung up the 
phone. 


I snickered on and off for hours. I loved Jeannie. If she 
were a man, I’d marry her. A lot of people don’t understand 
my relationship with her. She’s like the sister I never had. 
She can say anything she wants to me, but let someone else 
give me grief and she’ll come to my defense like a tiger. 
Plus, she makes me laugh. 


And that time she got the last laugh. 


The next time I saw her it was at our yearly New 
Visions retreat. She had tiny gold wire-rimmed glasses and 
a tight bonnet of blonde curls. I couldn’t even talk. Blonde? 
She’d dyed her hair blonde? I was all agog. I supposed the 
giant black widow spider tattoo on her neck should have 
given her disguise away, but I was too stunned to question 
her new look. 


“You should have seen your face!” she’d crowed in 
delight. 


The tattoo was temporary. The glasses were from the 
dollar store and the hair a cheap wig she’d found at a 
garage Sale for two bucks. A deal at twice the price. 


I FIRST met Jeannie about ten years ago online when I 
stumbled across a bunch of websites about one of my 
favorite TV shows, The Sentinel. Richard Burgi, the star of 
the show, was a huge fantasy for me in almost every way 
(oh, if only he had a hairy chest!). I was so hot for him, it 
was downright silly. It was a pure accident when I 
discovered fan-written stories online. A lot of them were 
pretty damned good, as well written if not better than many 
of the actual episodes. 


But then one day I came across something that would 
change my whole life. Stories where the two main 
characters of the show, Jim Ellison and Blair Sandburg—his 
sidekick—were lovers. I was shocked. I remember thinking, 
Holy shit, Jim and Blair having sex! And then, Son of a 
bitch, this is freaking hot! 


I don’t know exactly why I was so surprised these 
stories existed. I’d heard of “slash,” specifically the stories 
about Kirk and Spock from Star Trek, but that pairing had 
always sorta squicked me and I’d never given the 
phenomenon of fan-written fiction, or “fan fic,” much more 
thought. 


But if there were stories out there about Kirk and 
Spock, why not stories about Jim and Blair, one who I 
thought was sizzling hot and the other a cutie in his own 
right? Now these were men I could imagine doing the dirty. 
It was practically canon. I mean, they were essentially 
lovers already. I never read gen fic again—“gen fic” 


meaning “general fiction,” stories that don’t include sex, 
and most especially not gay sex. 


Give me the good stuff. Sorry. 


One of my instant favorite authors was someone who 
went by the nom de plume “Wichitama.” 


I had no idea what that meant. Was the author a witch? 
It didn’t occur to me to think of Wichita. I’m not sure I 
knew there was such a place. 


It turns out that Wichitama was none other than 
Jeannie Fienberg, a housewife and mother of a son who’d 
just made the jump into teenagerhood. Jeannie and I were 
exchanging e-mails by the truckload in no time, and then I 
discovered she was soon going to be attending a big 
Midwest fan-fiction convention. A con that was only about 
four hours from where I lived. 


I couldn’t resist meeting my new friend face to face, 
and a few months later I headed to my first convention in 
years. 


I found Jeannie to be loud, brassy, and even more crass 
than her e-mails implied. We were instant buddies. Through 
Jeannie, I met one of her best friends, Gail Southgate, a 
slim little thing with lovely long dark hair. Like Jeannie, 
Gail and I bonded quickly. 


I met other slash writers that weekend (there were all 
kinds of pairings out there apparently). All of them were 
women to my surprise, but I was quickly adopted into their 
little family. I was also their mascot. They loved having a 
gay friend who didn’t mind answering all sorts of intimate 
questions about gay men. Especially what they did sexually. 
Detailed questions about what they did sexually! 


At first it was a little embarrassing, but soon I was 
answering questions like Dr. Ruth. They loved it. Today 
there are a lot of men out there doing that, but just a 
decade or so ago, I was pretty unique in fandom. I was even 


on some panels at slash cons where even more women 
asked me all kinds of stuff to help them with their own 
stories. It was fun. It gave me a certain fame or status I 
enjoyed, small time as it may have been. My ego loved it. 


And over the next five years, me and the “girls’”—there 
were about five us that had formed into a little clan—would 
meet whenever we could, usually at conventions. 


It didn’t take long, in those early days, before I was 
writing as well and began to get a following of my own, 
online and off. I’d long fantasized about being a writer, and 
telling the tales of my television heroes seemed to be just 
what I needed to get my creative juices flowing. 


I wrote mostly Sentinel fic, but I ventured out into a 
few other fandoms. Stargate SG-1 (I was so hot for Daniel 
Jackson), some Due South (for Paul Gross as Constable 
Benton Fraser—yummy—but sadly not either of his 
partners), and I even wrote a Starsky and Hutch story. It 
was a three-way story, and not very popular since I’d 
strayed from the holy duo, but hey! Guess what? I didn’t 
write it for the fans. That one was for me and that real-life 
adventure never realized. 

Jim and Blair were my favorites, though. My true loves. 
For me, part of it was that I’m attracted to both of them. 
Not only the actors, but the characters. The people they 
played. I wrote a three-way about them too, but no one has 
ever seen it. In it J myself fucked Blair’s sweet little ass 
while Jim fucked mine. 


Heaven. On. Earth. 


Jeannie and I even wrote a couple of novellas together, 
although that ended because she felt my love scenes got “a 
little too graphic.” 

“I just can’t imagine Jim eating Blair’s ass,” she said 
with a sneer. “It’s disgusting.” 


“It most certainly is not disgusting,” I snapped, 
offended. “No more gross than eating pussy.” 


“You just want to imagine a man like Jim rimming your 
rosebud,” she said, and pretended to shudder. At least I 
think she was pretending. 


“Actually it’s Richard Burgi I fantasize about,” I 
replied. 

“You want him to pound your rear end,” she said with a 
giggle. 

“Maybe,” I admitted. “And maybe I want a shot at that 
miracle butt of his.” 


“Stop!” she barked, holding up a defensive hand. 
“Squick! Squick!” 

I stiffened, further insulted. “Hey! You calling me gross 
or something?” 


“It’s like imagining my brother having sex. I know he 
does it. I just don’t want to hear about it.” 


WHEN Jeannie picked me up at the airport, she was the 
Same as always: roundish face despite a perfect figure, 
same shoulder-length hair, and big glasses. No wild 
costume to freak me out, but who knew what she had up 
her sleeve? The whole back of her old Taurus station wagon 
was stuffed with boxes. New Visions Press “lived” in 
Lawrence, pretty much a straight shot between Wichita and 
Kansas City, so she’d been charged with bringing the 
books. Gail, our publisher, was in Stockholm of all places. It 
was hard to imagine that New Visions was just about to hit 
five years of age, had been in the black for most of that 
time, and had, astoundingly, made nearly a million dollars 
the year before. I guess Gail deserved a trip to Stockholm. 
Of course it was for business. Rough. 


We somehow crammed my main suitcase in back after 
much shifting—thank goodness I had no breakables—and I 
kept my carry-on in my lap. 

“Jeez, did you pack for a fucking month?” Jeannie 
asked with her typical grace and style. 


“I’m a gay man, in case you didn’t know. I have to pack 
for every eventuality.” 


“No damned kidding. This isn’t the flood, you know. 
You didn’t have to pack your whole apartment.” 


“Well, I know there are at least two of every book 
we've printed in those boxes,” I said, pointing with a 
cocked thumb over my shoulder. “At least I didn’t bring my 
harness.” 


“Thank you for sparing my eyes that sight,” she said, 
and once again I felt fat. “Besides, we have five of 
everything, ten of our better sellers. And twenty of each of 
your books.” 


“Oh really?” I said, suddenly mollified. 


“We’ll sell them all too. You’re cute enough.” Jeannie 
laid a friendly hand on my knee, and then patting it said, 
“And you’re a real live gay man. The women will go 
batshit!” 

I raised my eyebrows in surprise. 

“Just keep smiling and flirting, smiling and flirting, and 
we'll wonder why we didn’t bring more.” 

“You think so?” I asked, thinking of how poorly we’d 
sold at some of the smaller conventions we’d been to. I 
mentioned them. 


“O. M. G! This is Romantic Voyages, honey. Only the 
biggest and best damned romance book convention on the 
fripping planet. I’ve been trying to talk Gail into getting a 
table for New Visions for four years. She couldn’t argue, 
with the con being so close to home base this year. We 


gotta sell the shit out of these books or she’ll never let us 
go back. So you pose for pictures, let the girls squeeze your 
butt, whatever you have to do.” 


“Squeeze my butt?” I squeaked. 


“Honey, most of the women who’ll be buying at our 
table are thrilled to see a real live gay man. They’re not 
into changing you. Don’t you remember the fandom days?” 
Jeannie said. “The women couldn’t get enough of you.” 


I nodded. I had been popular among the slash crowd. 


“We are here to sell books. So let them squeeze the 
Charmin.” 


I gulped. I’d never had a woman squeeze my Charmin. 
I’d kissed Carol Anne in high school. After the prom. But 
when even that caused my stomach to clench and threaten 
a revolt, I finally knew the deal for sure. I was a Kinsey six. 
Maybe a sixteen. There would be no virginities lost that 
night. I’d ditched her at the first barely permissible 
opportunity. 

I’d felt guilty about that for a few years until I ran into 
her at a gay pride. We’d squealed and thrown our arms 
around each other and over a few overpriced beers relived 
how relieved we’d both been about the outcome of that 
fateful prom night. It was nice to know she’d been as 
troubled about the traditional virginal sacrifice (and lack 
thereof) as I had been, and just as worried that she’d hurt 
me. 


She looked good. Really good. Her long blonde hair 
was cut shorter, but not excessively so, and her always 
Stevie Nicks-ish makeup had calmed down to a slight touch 
of blue eye shadow. So not a diesel dyke, but not overly 
feminine either. I liked it. 

When I asked her if she was seeing anyone, she’d 
blushed and admitted she had been ever since the night of 
the prom. 


“Who?” I asked, immediately curious. Had she run 
directly to some classmate’s house and dived right into a 
muff? 


But no—not a classmate. Ms. Packowitz, the girls’ gym 
teacher. She who the boys had dubbed Ms. Pachyderm. 
Because of her large nose and not her figure, which had 
been dynamic. 


When, another beer or two later, Carol Anne’s lover 
showed up (only slightly annoyed at how buzzed we were 
by then), and I saw the woman was just as attractive as she 
had been back then. Of course, she was only five years 
older than my long-lost prom date. 


“Admit it,” Carol Anne shouted into my ear later, while 
we boogied to the diva singing on the stage. She shrugged 
out of her Rosie the Riveter T-shirt and continued to dance 
in just her bra. “It was the fact that you didn’t get any of 
this that made you a fag!” 


I’d laughed and joined in on the fun. “Nope! It was the 
fact that you didn’t get any of this,” I said, groping myself 
obscenely, “that made you a big ol’ dyke!” 

She shrieked, shuddered, and we both near passed out 
laughing. 

To this day I’ve come no closer to losing my hetero- 
cherry and have no more desire to do the deed than I do to 
paint “Die, Commie Pigs” on my chest and streak 
Tiananmen Square. So the idea of letting women grab my 
butt was less than thrilling, book sales or no. 


I was a Kinsey six after all. 
Or a sixteen. 


CHAPTER 2 


Kansas City, Missouri, was not the small hick town I’d 
conjured up in my imagination (and who knew KC was 
mostly on the Missouri side and not Kansas?). 


While certainly smaller than Chicago, it was quite a 
lovely and sophisticated city, an eclectic mix of old and new. 
Buildings in classic architectural styles stood next to 
modern skyscrapers of glass and steel. Beaux Arts edifices 
were no more than a few blocks from the new Sprint 
Center, a complex of silver glass that looked like some 
beautiful alien mother ship had come in for a landing. Art 
deco buildings from the first decades of the last century 
surrounded modern structures like the Kauffman Center for 
Performing Arts, an astounding feat of architecture 
reminiscent of the Sydney Opera House. 


Our hotel was near beautiful Union Station, the place 
where gangster Frank “Jelly” Nash had been gunned down. 
I heard you could still find the bullet holes. 


Look as I might, there was not a cow in sight. Unless 
one counted the CowParade sculptures sprinkled across the 
city. It seemed that like Chicago and a lot of other cities in 
the world, Kansas City was a location for one of the 
amazing art exhibits. Which makes sense, considering 
Kansas City is famous for its beef. 

But most intriguing was a tall cylindrical structure that 
looked like nothing more nor less than a giant erection in 
the sky. I soon found out it was called the Liberty Memorial, 


and I understand it’s the only official monument to World 
War I. Of course it didn’t say that. Instead it decreed it had 
been erected in honor of those who had died in the Great 
War, for no one imagined then that there could ever be 
another. 


Maybe the city wouldn’t be a total bust, I thought. 
Colossal stone dicks on the horizon could be a good omen. 


We checked into our hotel—no fuss, no muss. 


Our room was really nice, if not overly large, and had a 
pleasant view, cock tower included. Jeannie and I were 
sharing—the cost of the room was a big part of our 
expenses for the long weekend—and as there weren’t many 
men who attended romance book conventions, it was highly 
doubtful that either of us would get laid, despite Lionel’s 
gift of lube tubes. 


A girl can still be hopeful though. 


We’d devised a plan just in case. Since Jeannie and I 
would be together most of the time, should either of us get 
lucky and find a potential playmate, we could warn the 
other that something might be in the wind. Then if one of 
us got a definite “yes,” we would call dibs on the room for 
two hours. Two hours was fair and adequate for a good 
sexual adventure. 


Should we not—for some reason—be able to tell the 
other directly, we had devised a way to proceed with our 
téte-a-téte anyway. It was a simple, small plastic sign 
fashioned after the type a hotel guest hangs on a doorknob 
to let housekeeping know if they’d be needing or abjuring 
their services. The one who’d gotten lucky would simply 
write a time on the sign and the other would know upon 
seeing it that the room was being used for two hours from 
that point. Honesty was important as neither of us wanted 
to miss out on a chance for sex. 


Things had been a tad dry for both of us recently. 
Between reviewing submissions and editing, and of course 
writing for New Visions Press, the part-time job at the 
underwear store, and the time I devoted to the LGBT youth 
center, I didn’t have much free time for dating, let alone 
cruising. And Jeannie’s husband had lost most of his libido 
due to his heart meds. So despite the fact she was married, 
she had not had any more luck than me lately. 


“T still can’t believe you cheat on Joe,” I said (as I have 
on many occasions). “If I ever had a lover as swell as your 
husband, J would never cheat.” 


“Swelling is the problem,” she said with a dramatic 
shake of her head. “Or its lack! And of course you'll cheat. 
You’re a man. All men cheat and with gay men it’s a given.” 


“Jeannie! You work for a gay romance company for a 
living. You hate every story that doesn’t have a happily ever 
after! Do you really believe that we’re all unfaithful?” 


Jeannie sighed and, taking off her great glasses and 
wiping at them with a tissue, said, “It’s certainly true of the 
gay men I know.” 


“So you think I would cheat?” 


“You have a penis,” Jeannie said matter-of-factly and 
waved toward my crotch. “Men think with their penises. 
You might want to be romantic and faithful and la-te-dah- 
dah-dah, but then some hot man comes along, shakes his 
ass, you get horny, he starts flirting, and your romantic 
ideals are cast to the winds.” 


“Jeannie!” I gasped. Did she really think that little of 
me? “Jeannie, all I’ve ever wanted was a lover. You know 
that. You’ve known me for ten years. I dream about having 
a man I can come home to every day. I call you every time I 
meet someone nice.” 


“And then you cry on my phone every time your 
relationship du jour ends.” 


“It’s not like that,” I said. “It’s just once I get to know 
them, I find out all the things about them I can’t live with.” 


“Or they find out about the things they can’t live with,” 
she replied. “Your problem is that you’re like any other 
man, especially a gay man. You find some nice guy, but 
you’re always looking over your shoulder for someone 
better.” 


That hurt. “What about Paul?” I asked. “I loved the hell 
out of him. I wasn’t looking for anyone else. We were going 
to get married.” 


“Paul I liked,” she admitted. “He was a good one. He 
loved you. You loved him. But in the end it was cheating 
that ended it, wasn’t it?” 


I sighed. Yes. It was. Damn, I loved him. He even liked 
the fact I wrote. 


“You cheated on him 
needlessly. 

Yes. I cheated. In fact, Paul and I both strayed. What 
was crazy was that it was with the same boy. The barely 
legal kid who lived next door and liked to sunbathe in the 
nude. “Why couldn’t you two just forgive each other?” 
Jeannie asked. 

“Tve asked myself that question a million times over 
the years.” 


“Is he still with that guy... that Gary? Barry? Harry?” 

“Larry,” I said. “And last I knew, yes, they were still 
together. I hear they cheat, though.” 

“See what I mean?” 

“Jeannie, that was a long time ago. I was younger. A lot 
more hormones, you know?” 

“Trust me, I understand about age and a lack of 
hormones. Joe was flagging in the sex department before 
his heart attack.” 


ay 
! 


Jeannie reminded me 


“So do you think I would still cheat? If I found a 
boyfriend today?” 


She looked at me. Gave me a sad smile. Reached out 
and cupped my cheek. “I am just not sure you would be 
able to help yourself, dearest. But don’t you worry none. I 
still love you,” she said. 


“Jeannie...!” 
“Men aren’t able to help it. You’re all sluts.” 
“Sluts?” I cried. 


“Honey, you’ve had sex with more men than can be 
counted on the fingers and toes of the entire Vienna Boys 
Choir! You say you want a boyfriend, but have you ever 
even waited until the second date to fuck? What gay men 
do by rushing to the sack is cut out the anticipation, the 
wait. When you wait, then when it comes time for nooky, 
it’s even more exciting. More satisfying.” 

“Well, what if I wait and I get to like him and he turns 
out to be a bum fuck?” I asked. “That happens you know.” 

“Or what if he has a little dick?” Jeannie added. 

“Jeannie! You think I’d let an undersized penis keep me 
from true happiness?” 

She rolled her eyes comically. “Dicks are not boobs. A 
straight man can be happy with little boobs. Hey, some men 
actually like them. But a little dick?” 


“It’s not the size of the boat but the motion in the 
ocean.” 

“Are you telling me you’d be happy with a man with an 
itty-bitty cock? Don’t answer. I know the answer to that. I 
remember Geoff!” 

I near gasped. That was dirty. How dare she bring up 
Geoff! 


Then I sighed. 


Geoff had been this nice man I knew who I shared a lot 
of interests with. He was a big guy too. Big as in nicely 
built, and a good head taller than me. He worked out like a 
fiend. We waited. Third date, I think it was. Went to the 
opera of all things, got home, were soon groping by candle 
light and in no time, out came the peni. Well, mine came 
out. He had to drop his drawers before I could see his. It 
wasn’t big enough to pull through his fly. I swear to God 
and all His angelic choir that Geoff’s raging hard cock was 
no bigger than my thumb. Only two knuckles. He’d shaved 
himself bare to try and make it look bigger. 


I was shocked. Horrified. It looked like a little boy’s. 
Especially on that big man and all hairless like that. I 
couldn’t touch it! I know that sounds so shallow, but damn. 
What was I supposed to do with that? 


I am very embarrassed to say that I froze, and like the 
Grinch, I thought up a lie and I thought it up quick. 


“Geoff,” I’d said, looking down. “I thought we agreed 
to wait. That we were going to do this right.” 


“Oh God!” he’d cried, and quickly pulled up his pants. 
“Oh Jude. I... I am so sorry. I’m a cad—” 


(He actually said cad!) 

“Can you forgive me?” 

“Of course,” I told him. 

“You’re mad at me.” 

“No. No, it’s okay. I’m just as much to blame.” 

That satisfied him, and he left without finishing his 
glass of wine. 

I never called him again. 

Cad. J was the cad! 


“So let’s say you find Mr. Right,” Jeannie continued. 
“How are you going to break decades of sexually wanton 
habits with a snap of your fingers? The first time some stud 


flips a big cock out you’re going to say ‘No thank you, I’m 
married’?” Jeannie honked out a loud laugh and rolled her 
eyes. “Sure you are!” 


I gasped and felt a little pinprick in my heart. Did she 
really think so little of me? That I would throw vows away 
so easily? I opened my mouth... then closed it. Could I deny 
it? How many members were there to the Vienna Boys 
Choir anyway? Fifty? A hundred? That many men in twenty- 
five years of having sex wasn’t bad, was it? For a gay man 
that constituted the life of a monk. 


But then I remembered Jeannie was counting the 
fingers and toes of said choir, and I realized the numbers 
would be more like two hundred to a thousand! Did she 
think I had had sex with that many men? 

And worse... 

...was it possible I had? 

Not a thousand surely. 

Of course it all depended on what you defined as sex. If 
you were talking about fucking, there was no way I’d gone 
that far with that many men! But... if one included things 
like mutual jerk-offs at the urinals at rest stops in the 
middle of nowhere, those numbers might not be far off. 

I shook my head. 

No. Not going there! I wrinkled my nose. “Well, what 
about Herb and Tory?” I asked, meaning her heroes—a gay 
couple who lived two doors from her. 

“T just found out that Tory cheated on Herb.” She 
sighed dramatically. “With a gangsta rapper of all things. I 
didn’t know there was such a thing as a gay gangsta 
rapper. Aren’t those things contradictory?” 

Tory and Herb? “Oh Jeannie. I am so sorry. How did 
you find out?” 


“Herb told me,” she said and wiped at an eye. “And get 
this. He was only annoyed because Tory’s boy-toy was 
black! I didn’t know the man was such a prejudiced son of a 
bitch. And Herb admitted he’d cheated a few times 
himself!” 


“Oh Jeannie....” I hugged her. 


After a moment she pulled back and put her glasses 
back on, magnifying her already big green eyes. “We 
should probably run down to registration. Opening 
ceremonies is only two hours away, and there’s no telling 
how long the lines are.” 


I nodded. I knew Jeannie, and there was no sense in 
pursuing this subject any further. At least not now. Maybe 
later, over some drinks. Lots of them. 


We found our registration material and made our way 
down to the lobby. A sign directed us to where we needed 
to go. The line was long, but I’d waited in longer. Security 
at O’Hare, for instance. 


It did mean I had to stand next to a newspaper 
machine. I gasped. Pointed at the headline clearly visible 
through the little glass window. “There was a tornado near 
here yesterday? Seventy people dead?” I looked up at 
Jeannie. “Fuck me!” 


“Honey, I would love to,” came a voice from behind me. 


I spun around to face the cutest little bear I’d ever 
seen. 


HE was about my height, an inch or so shorter perhaps—it 
was hard to tell the way he was posed, with his hand on his 
hip. Like me, he had facial hair, although while mine tended 
to be scruffy, his seemed barely filled in. His brown hair 
was a short mop of organized chaos. His eyes were brown 


as well, the color of chocolate, and pretty as could be. He 
was probably about five years younger than me. Funny how 
five years was the Grand Canyon’s difference in age if you 
were a teenager, but at forty-one, the distinction was 
minimal. Of course I’m sure Lionel would disagree. He’d 
say it might as well be fifty thousand years. 


The bear had a button or two undone, and I could see a 
hint of chest hair. Bear. I said bear! Hadn’t I scoffed at 
bears just that morning? And was he technically a bear? A 
quick glance told me that he probably wasn’t any more six- 
pack-y than me. Did that qualify us as members of the Bear 
Clan? It sure didn’t stop him from being sexy. Hey, just 
because I didn’t like to think of myself as a bear didn’t 
mean I couldn’t find one arousing. 


Fuck you, Lionel. 


The man grinned and it made him even cuter. Deep 
laugh lines spread out around his adorable eyes. “I’m 
Tommy,” he said. 


“I’m Jude,” I replied. 
“Like the song?” he asked. 


Like I’d never heard that before. “Yes,” I answered. 
“But not named after.” This last part by rote. 


“I should hope not,” Jeannie rudely interjected into our 
cruising. “You were born before it came out.” 


“Was not,” I snapped. That song was released at least a 
couple of years before I was born. “Are you here for the 
convention?” I asked and wondered what the connection 
might be. Writer? Publisher? Editor? 


“Yup! I mean, I couldn’t very well miss this when it’s 
right here in my hometown. And the chance to meet some 
of my favorite authors? I worked my ass off for tips so I 
could afford this.” 


“Really?” Jeannie placed a mocking hand on her own 
hip. “So you read romances?” 


Tommy’s eyes twinkled, and he leaned in and 
whispered conspiratorially. “The gay kind.” 


“Really?” I grinned. 
“Big shock,” Jeannie said. 


“T heard Phillip Brandt is going to be here,” Tommy 
said, his voice lifting with excitement. 


I groaned inwardly. Phillip Brandt. I knew him well. 
Very well. He’d written more than a thing or two for us, and 
to say he was productive was an understatement if there 
ever was one. I was amazed at how many books he could 
write. And it wasn’t like he wrote for a living. He had a full- 
time job. I could only envy his prolific output. 

Also, he wasn’t me. 

“And I hear he’s a hunk,” Tommy added. “All that talent 
and gorgeous to boot. I mean, muscles!” Tommy held his 
arms up like he was flexing his. With the baggy shirt, it was 
hard to tell if he had anything to flex. 

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. This guy was silly. In a 
good way. 

“I hear Jude Parks will be here this weekend as well,” 
Jeannie said, her voice all sing-song. 

“Who?” Tommy asked. 

I was crushed. 

Our line moved and we shifted forward a few steps 
while Tommy began to root through a huge canvas bag. He 
pulled out a little notebook, opened it, stopped, shook his 
head, rummaged again, pulled out a tiny pair of bright blue 
and green glasses, and then began to page through his 
book. “Oh sure! I’ve got a couple of his e-books.” 

He did? 


“Oh my God! He wrote Danced in Their Heads! Oh! I 
just loved that story!” He looked at me and beamed. 
“What’s he like? Do you know? Is he nice?” 


I nodded and out of the corner of my eyes saw Jeannie 
cross her arms. 


Tommy looked back and forth between us, obviously 
confused. 


Then the light dawned. You could see it on his face. He 
even had the good grace to blush. “Oh. God. You’re him, 
aren’t you?” 

“The first name gave him a clue,” Jeannie said. “As if 
Jude were a common one.” 


“Be nice,” I hissed at my friend. What was up her ass? 
She wasn’t usually so bitchy to strangers, especially not 
potential customers. 


“I feel so stupid,” Tommy said. 


“It’s okay,” I replied. “I’m not exactly a household 
name.” 


“T really do know who you are.” 
I nodded. 


“Really. And you’re an editor too. Your anthologies are 
the best. On Angel’s Wings is my favorite. I bought the 
paperback.” 


“Oh,” I said, pleased. 
“Can we start again?” Tommy asked. 
I smiled. “Sure,” I answered. 


“Oh my God!” Tommy all but shrieked. “It’s you! Jude 
Parks! OMG!” 


Jeannie flinched. 


Tommy dipped his hand into his immense bag, this 
time without looking, and withdrew a fabric-covered book. 


“Can I have your autograph?” He jumped up and down and 
squealed again. 

I burst into laughter. When he held out the book, I took 
it and on impulse quickly scribbled, “To the cutest bear I’ve 
ever seen, XOXO, Jude Parks,” and dated it. I almost didn’t 
hand it back, actually stopped halfway, but he took it and 
peered down at my words. 

Bear. Would it offend him the way Li had offended me? 
He wasn’t even stocky. Not really. 

Tommy blushed and then looked up, eyes twinkling 
again. “Sweet talker, dirty walker,” he drawled. 

Whew! Not offended. 

Jeannie cleared her throat loudly and we turned to see 
the line had moved again, so we did as well. 

“Case closed,” she said, staring at the backs of the 
people in front of us. 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked. 

“It’s sex. It’s all about sex.” 

“No,” I insisted. 

She put her hands on her hips and glared at me. “Are 
you aware that I haven’t been introduced?” 

My mouth fell open. Shit. 

Jeannie spun around and held out her hand. “I’m 
Jeannie Fienberg,” she said. 

“Tommy,” he said, taking it and giving it a quick 
squeeze. 

“And I have just proved my point.” Jeannie turned back 
to me. “You’ll have him in bed by tonight,” she added, 
lowering her voice in only a partial attempt to keep Tommy 
from hearing. 

“Jeez, Jeannie. Can we have some decorum?” I shot 
Tommy a glance, but he appeared oblivious, thank God. 


“The way you two are drooling over each other, I’m 
shocked you’re not dashing into the john for a quickie.” 


“Jeannie! Please. Why are you being like this?” 

“Just proving my case. Gay boys can’t wait.” 

“Gay boys can’t wait for what?” Tommy said, only now 
(thankfully) rejoining our conversation. 

“The newest Lady Gaga video,” I replied quickly. 

“Well that’s true,” he agreed. “Don’t you love her?” He 
began to sway his hips and then doing a spin, started to 
sing “Born This Way.” 

“Dear Mary, mother of God,” Jeannie groaned. 

I shushed her. “Be nice. So what if he’s a little...” 

“Faggy?” Jeannie offered. “Fem? Sissy?” 

“Flamboyant,” I finished. “He’s nice.” 

“You mean he has a dick,” she stated flatly. 

We moved forward in line, and fortunately Tommy had 
been too busy with his song to hear our exchange. In fact 
he was letting us know that God made no mistakes and that 
he was indeed “born this way.” 

“Where do you come from, Tommy?” Jeannie asked. 

“Oh,” he answered, his singing suspended but his hips 
still moving. “I’m from here. Kansas City. That’s why I can 
go to this. I wouldn’t be able to get enough days off to go to 
another city. I’m so excited. I just found out about this from 
an old roommate about a week ago.” 

“What is it that you do?” Jeannie continued. 

“Well....”. He grinned. “I work at a... ah... bookstore 
part time by day, and then on Thursday through Sunday 
nights, I, um, well, I entertain.” 


My eyebrows shot up. Entertain? Now what did that 
mean? Surely not.... 


“You entertain men, do you?” Jeannie said, her voice 
full of implication. 

“Not just men,” Tommy replied with a wave and a 
twirl. 


“You're bisexual then?” Jeannie asked. 


Tommy stopped. Blinked. Shuddered. “Oh God, no. I’m 
a drag queen.” 


I froze. A drag queen? A drag queen? 
Hell. 
Fantasy ruined. 


“A DRAG queen?” I said, pacing. We’d parted company with 
Tommy after registering, made our way to the parking 
garage of the hotel, and were loading boxes and boxes of 
books onto a cart I’d snagged from the lobby. Our badges 
were on our New Visions Press lanyards around our necks, 
and each of us had been given a big bag of free books. Of 
course they were hetero romances, and there were only a 
couple I’d even think of reading, but they’d make great 
gifts. “How could he be a drag queen?” 

“By putting on a dress?” Jeannie said, dropping a big 
box on the cart with a grunt. 

I shuddered. And wearing stuffed bras. Press-on nails. 
Big eyelashes. Oh! And by shaving all that hair. His chest 
hair. All that lovely facial hair. That sexy facial hair. I 
couldn’t imagine Tommy trying to look like a girl. “But he’s 


yw 


SO... 
“Queenie?” Jeannie asked 
“Masculine,” I corrected. 
“Masculine? On what planet?” She pulled another box 


out the back of her Taurus. “Are you going to help me or 
what?” 


I grabbed a box. “He’s hairy. Did you see his chest? 
And he’s got a beard.” I leaned deep into the car and pulled 
boxes back so they were easier to get to. 


“He can shave, you know. Now lift or get out of my 
way.” 

I slung several more boxes onto the cart and stepped 
back. “Jeannie, it takes a while to grow a beard. He didn’t 


grow that since Sunday.” 
“OMG. Would you let it go?” 


I glared at her and we finished unloading two large, 
flat cardboard containers as big as the back of her station 
wagon. The convention was opening to the fans who’d paid 
their ridiculously expensive memberships for the whole 
weekend in just a couple of hours, and we needed to set up 
and get a quick bite before the hordes arrived. We didn’t 
talk on the way to the elevators, the ride up, or even the 
rest of the way to the convention center. Signs led the way, 
and when we went through a big set of doors I stopped and 
gasped. The room was huge. 


Jeannie was talking with someone with a clipboard, but 
all I could do was stare. The room was four times larger 
than the biggest dealers’ room I’d ever seen. Easily twice, 
maybe three times, the size of my high school gymnasium. 
I’d heard that World Con dealers’ rooms were huge, but I’d 
never been to one. Were they as big as this? Romantic 
Voyages was the big time. This wasn’t just some fan-based 
fun-day weekend. Why, there were people putting up 
displays that were easily over ten feet tall. Would anyone 
even see our table? 


“This way,” said Jeannie. She walked past me and I 
followed, pushing our overladen cart on its squeaky wheels. 
As I passed tables and displays, I couldn’t help but notice 
an inordinate amount of tropical decorations. Shells, 
fishnets, coconuts, even rubber rafts. 


“What’s with all the luau stuff?” I asked. 


Jeannie stopped, turned, placed her hands on her hips, 
and shook her head. “It’s the theme, Sherlock. You didn’t 
notice all the shit I e-mailed you? A Sea of Romance. Why 
do you think I told you to bring flip-flops and a Hawaiian 
shirt?” 

Duh. I suddenly felt like an idiot. I had been so worried 
about flying and Lionel’s orgy (the one I wasn’t going to), I 
hadn’t really thought about it. I shrugged. 

Jeannie rolled her eyes and took off again, me hot on 
her heels, at least as much as I could be with the crappy 
hotel luggage cart. 

“Jeez,” I muttered. “How far back are we?” 

“Far!” she snapped. “By the time I talked Gail into this, 
they didn’t have many tables left.” 

“Well, will we sell anything way back here?” 

Jeannie didn’t answer. 

In fact, I forgot what my question was. 

We’d both frozen in place at the sight of two hugely 
muscled men wearing itty-bitty tank tops and shorts. One of 
them had chosen that precise moment to bend over and 
stick his mind-bogglingly amazing ass in our direction. I 
just stared. It was all I could do to not fall to my knees. 

“Hey,” said the second godling, and somehow I tore my 
gaze from the Michelangelo-sculpted glutes and the 
inviting trench between them. 

“H-h-hey,” I stammered. 

The second man was simply gorgeous, and I realized 
he looked familiar. Now where could I know him from? Was 
he a movie star? A celebrity? 

He had long brown hair that fell to his shoulders, deep 
black eyes, a lantern jaw, and big pink nipples that were 


strategically revealed by his tiny tank top. My mouth 
watered at the sight. 


“How are you two doing? Ready to party this 
weekend?” 


“I... uh... uh...,” I fumbled. 
“Party,” Jeannie managed. “Yeah. Party.” 


“You want to help me with this,” said the man who was 
sticking his glorious butt in our direction. 


“Sure,” said the godling and bent to help his friend. 
For a brief instant two sets of magnificent buns were there 
for our mutual perusal. Then the men lifted up a huge 
panel. It was a photograph of the brunette who had bid us 
hello. He was standing at the bow of a classic sailing vessel, 
balloon-sleeved shirt torn wide, his hair blowing in the 
wind. A big-bosomed woman clutched at him while he 
somehow held both her and the ship’s wheel. Large flowing 
letters proclaimed “Pirate’s Hostage.” 


Of course! He was a cover model! And so was his 
equally gorgeous blond friend. Mesmerized, we watched 
their muscles flex as they raised a second panel. This one 
had the blond raising a sword high over his head, another 
woman wrapped around his enormous thighs. “Barbarian’s 
Time Lost Love” this panel proclaimed. 

They both turned to face us and—intentionally or not— 
posed. “I’m Brock,” said the brunette. 

“Of course you are,” I said, and Jeannie elbowed me. 

Brock held out a massive hand, and when I somehow 
unfroze myself, I saw mine vanish inside his huge paw. His 
hand was rough and warm, and I felt goose flesh rush up 
my arm and across my back. 

God! 

Brock took Jeannie’s hand and with a slight bow, kissed 
her knuckles. She positively preened. 


“And I’m Dino,” said the stunning blond, his sapphire- 
blue eyes flashing, his voice the rumble of a Boeing 747. 
One tiny, but fiercely erect, nipple peeked out from a tank 
top strap. The other was hidden from my view but not my 
imagination. I could see the bump of it beneath fabric that 
was Strained to the ripping point. And did I mention that 
those little running shorts did nothing to hide what was 
clearly a rather large endowment? 

I felt my butt cheeks clench. Oh, oh, what he could do 
to me with that! 

He shook Jeannie’s hand like Brock had mine, and then 
with a twinkle of those amazing eyes, he bent to kiss my 
hand as Brock had Jeannie’s. 

I gushed. 

He looked up at me over my knuckles, and from 
beneath heavy-lidded eyes. 

I got an instant erection. 

“You should come by later when we’re all set up,” Dino 
said huskily, and I wondered if he had he written that out if 
it would have been spelled “cum by later,” or if that was 
only wishful thinking on my part. I was fat after all, Lionel 
had said so, and I was a hundred and forty-one in gay 
years. Why would this man make a pass at me? 

“Sure,” I muttered. 

“You can get your picture taken with me.” 

There was only one kind of picture I wanted taken with 
him, but I was sure that was just more wishful thinking. 

“T’d-I’d love to,” I said. 

Dino winked and pulled away. 

At some point another godling had arrived, this one all 
swarthy and with raven blue-black hair that fell to nearly 
his waist. Sheik? Native American? Indian Prince? All the 
above? He and Brock were lifting a third panel, and I saw 


that our new arrival was indeed, at least on the giant-sized 
book cover, Native American. His hair was flying back as he 
sat upon a black horse, a woman clad in nothing but some 
kind of nightie holding desperately to his back. 

“Tve died...” whispered Jeannie. 

“,.and gone to heaven,” I whispered back. 

“Excuse me, please,” came a new, and obviously 
annoyed, voice, and our heads swiveled to see a couple of 
women with several long clothing racks filled with what 
looked like costumes. Jeannie and I sighed in unison, bid 
the cover models adieu, and headed in the direction we’d 
been going before being so lustfully distracted. 

“You might as well have had sex with him right there,” 
Jeannie sneered. 

“Me? You were planning out which positions you were 
going to use with Brock.” 

“Slut!” she said. 

“Tramp!” I cried. 

“Hooker!” she returned. 

“Whore!” 

“Harlot!” 

“Slattern!” 

“Slattern?” Jeannie said. “Oh, that’s good.” 

“I ama writer,” I replied. 

A few minutes later we found our table and began to 
unload our stuff. We were across from what looked like a 
castle. Leis hung from the cardboard battlements. 

“Jeannie!” I cried. “No one is even going to see our 
stuff, let alone buy any of it.” 

Jeannie gave me a wicked smile. “Don’t panic,” she 
said. “What I’ve got here might not be ten feet tall or come 
with real live menz, but J think itll capture some 


attention.” A box cutter magically appeared in her hand, 
and she opened one of the mysterious, large cardboard 
containers. She began to pull out more cardboard. 


What? 


Then I saw. It was a stand-up. She unfolded it and her 
grin turned lewd. It was a picture of two life-size, shirtless 
men kissing, devouring each other’s mouths. 


“Oh!” I squeaked. 


“Oh indeed,” she crowed. “I think this will get us some 
attention.” 


I was excited when I found out that the second stand-up 
was the cover for one of my books, Desert Storm. Its two 
well-built men were wearing nothing much more than 
camouflage pants and helmets—like that would be smart 
apparel in a combat situation in Kuwait or Iraq. I hadn’t 
liked the original concept drawing at first. I mean, I loved 
the artist. It was done by Kent Walker, who was one of my 
favorite gay artists. But it made my book look like smut, 
and my story was really about two men finding love and 
solace in a world filled with death. 


Then my sales figures came in, and I decided there was 
nothing wrong with a bit of sweaty, exposed flesh after all. 


Jeannie and I set up like madmen, opening boxes and 
making maximum use of our space to show off as many 
books as possible. My stack of Desert Storm looked pretty 
smashing next to the life-size stand-up version, and I was 
pleased as could be. 

“Thanks,” I told Jeannie, and she gave me that smile 
that I’d come to love so much since that fateful day we met 
at that convention years ago. Who knew writing gay stories 


about characters from television shows would lead to such 
a long friendship and careers for us both? 


We had just enough time to make a quick dash for 
lunch and decided on the hotel restaurant. The prices were 
ridiculous. A side salad cost as much as a supersized meal 
at McDonalds, and just forget their version of a burger. 


“Mind if I join you guys?” came a familiar voice, and I 
looked up from my menu to see Tommy standing over us. 


“Uhi” 


“You know if you show your convention badge here you 
get a 25 percent discount, don’t you?” 


“Why no! No, we didn’t,” I said, surprised, and scooted 
over to let Tommy slide into our booth. 


The discount made me realize I really did want that 
burger, even if it was still a little high priced. I was 
ravenous after my day so far, and I hadn’t even faced the 
public yet. I got it with cheese and fries. Tommy ordered a 
BLT and Jeannie a large salad. 


The conversation was light and, stupidly, a little 
strained on my part. I kept looking at Tommy and trying to 
see him smooth-faced, with lots of make-up, tits, and a big 
wig. Why? On the other hand, why did I give a shit if 
Tommy was a drag queen? It wasn’t like he was my brother 
or a lover who’d sprung a secret guess-what-I’ve-been-up- 
to-while-you-were-at-work surprise on me. “So,” I said, 
deciding to address the elephant in the room, or at least 
the one threatening to break out of my skull. “Does a drag 
queen make much money?” 


Tommy shrugged. “It does all right by me. I did it just 
for a lark at first. A lesbian friend of mine put the show 
together. Now we’re packed almost every night. I usually 
make a good thirty dollars in tips alone, and of course, I 
don’t eschew that. Plus there’s what the bar pays me.” 


Eschew? I Joved that he used the word “eschew.” 


Tommy looked around like he might have said that too 
loudly. “I made over a hundred and fifty dollars one gay 
pride weekend in just tips.” 


“Wow,” I said surprised. Who’d’ve thunk it? 


“Believe me, it’s not something I ever thought I would 
make into a career,” he said and took a sip of his iced tea. 
“Not really.” 


Career? He actually considered it his career? Ugh! 
“What about the beard?” I asked, trying to keep from 
sounding rude. He was nice, funny, and dammit, cute. Why 
did he have to be a drag queen? 


“Maybe you should just come to the show and find 
out,” he said, smiling. 

“Well, I am here on business,” I replied, coming up 
with a reasonable excuse and proud of myself with how 
quickly it had rolled off my tongue. The whole scene made 
me uncomfortable for some reason, and thinking of this hot 
hairy guy as a woman was a bit cock-deflating as well. 


Tommy waved his hand. “Well, I’ve managed to get 
most of the weekend off except for Sunday night. That was 
the deal I made for getting Saturday night off. That and 
delivering a dress to the hostess later this evening. It 
wasn’t easy either. Weekends are supposed to be fun. I 
hardly get a wink between the shows and the bookstore. 

Bookstore. I’d forgotten about that. Now that was 
something that interested me. 

“Do you all carry any of our titles?” Jeannie asked 
before I could. 

A sheepish look came over his face. “Ah, not exactly. 
We really don’t carry all that many books. Magazines, 
movie rentals, ah....” His cheeks turned pink. “Adult toys.” 


He tossed his head and threw his hands heavenward. “Fuck 
it. I work at an adult bookstore.” 


My jaw came unhinged. 


“Thank God there are no stores with sex booths left in 
town. I used to work at a place that, well, let me tell you. 
The worst part was keeping the glory hole queens from 
taking up residence in the movie booths and keeping them 
from drilling holes in the walls!” Tommy shuddered with 
great exaggeration. “And cleaning up after. OMG!” 


Jeannie reached out with a finger and lifted my chin, 
closing my mouth. “Jude can relate. He sells men’s 
underwear part time, and there is no end in keeping the 
boys from having sex in the changing rooms.” 

“Jeannie,” I shushed. I didn’t broadcast my extra job. 

Tommy nodded sympathetically. “Do you have to clean 
up after them?” 

“I—” Sometimes. “I usually stop anything long before 
then. We could get shut down if the cops were to catch 
them.” 

Tommy sighed dramatically. “Maybe I’m just jealous. 
No one ever asked me back there. That I would have sex 
with, that is. How about you?” 

Did Tommy not have a switch that monitored what flew 
out of his mouth? I couldn’t believe the questions he asked. 

He rested his elbow on the table and dropped his chin 
in his upraised palm. “Well?” 

“Not often,” I said. “Most of our customers are... 
twinks.” 

Tommy nodded again. “The emaciated ones? Look like 
they’re on crack or meth or something? Ribs showing?” 

I sat up in surprise. “Yes,” I said. “My roommate is one 
of them. Well, he’s really thin. Not emaciated. But I 


couldn’t believe it when he offered me a job at the 
underwear shop.” 

“Why?” 

“Because of my size. I’m not a twink. Then I realized it 
was because the owner was trying a new line. Bearwear. 
Lionel thought I would be perfect to bring in the fat-man 
dollars.” 


“He actually said that?” 
“Well, not in those words.” 


“He’s crazy,” Tommy said with that waggle of his 
brows. “I think you’re as hot as donut grease.” 


I looked at him wide-eyed. 


“You need to lighten up, Jude. I mean it.” He stood up 
and began to wave his hand over my head. “I exorcise thee, 
every unclean, depressive, and unhappy attitude! Depart 
from this creature who should be happy and gay. I cast you 
out, noxious whininess! The power of Bozo compels you! 
The power of Bozo compels you!” 


I laughed. I couldn’t help it. 


“You really should come to my show,” Tommy said, 
sitting down again. “I mean Sunday, except for some 
parties, I’m betting by ten o’clock things will be pretty dead 
around here.” 

Piss up a rope! He was back on his drag show. I had 
very little interest in going to a drag show and almost zero 
in seeing Tommy made up to be a woman. I doubted the 
bear could pass as a woman to a blind man. Tommy was 
just too... male. 


“I can’t promise, but I can try,” I said. “You know, 
trying to find transportation and all.” 

“The Male Box is only about five or ten minutes away. 
Take a cab,” Tommy said. 


“The Male Box?” Jeannie asked. 


Tommy nodded. “Tacky, huh? But fun. Look. You show 
up and Ill use my tips to pay for your ride.” 


Jeez. Tommy really wanted me to see him perform. He 
was making it almost impossible to refuse without me 
looking like a total shit. “I couldn’t let you do that.” 


“Why don’t we both go?” Jeannie said abruptly. 
That bitch. I turned and gave her my eye daggers. 


She pretended not to notice, and nodding vigorously, 
said, “It'll be a blast. We’d love to come, Tommy.” She 
grinned widely and then turned it on me. 


Oh. You. Bitch. 


I was saved, at least for a bit, when the waiter arrived 
with our food. When I saw the size of my burger and how 
many fries I’d been given, my resentment of the price of my 
lunch disappeared. “Damn,” I said, and discovered I was 
ravenous. I scarfed down every bit, every fry, and licked my 
fingers appetizingly after. 


What can I say? I love to eat. I looked down at my 
slight gut and sighed. 

“Damn! Look at that!” Jeannie said, and for one crazy 
moment I thought she was referring to my stomach. Then I 
saw she was looking over my shoulder at a clock. “Could 
that be right?” 

“Whoa,” said Tommy. “I’m glad we got here so early.” 

Jeannie glanced down at her watch. “Shit! We’ve got 
five minutes. Where’s that waiter?” 

Tommy stood, glanced around, and then waved his 
hand. 

The waiter arrived quickly, looking harried. “You’ve got 
five minutes, right?” he asked, a tad breathless. 

“Less,” said Jeannie. 

I could see a flash on the young man’s face. That 
“maybe you should have planned your lunch better, then” 


expression, but he smiled and in what seemed only an 
instant came back to us with our check. Jeannie handed 
him a credit card, and Tommy gave him cash with a 
considerable tip. 

“Hey,” he said when he saw my surprise. “I know what 
it’s like.” 

And even though we were five minutes late, all was 
well. It turned out our location was a blessing in disguise. 
The crowd hadn’t reached us yet. 


That was about to change. 


CHAPTER 3 


“OH my God, that’s hot,” squealed a woman for, I don’t 
know, the dozenth time in the last hour. She was referring 
to one of our two huge stand-ups. The one of the two madly 
kissing men. She wasn’t the first either. Customers had 
been strolling along and stopping suddenly at our table 
since we’d opened. Some people were shocked. Some made 
nasty comments—pretty awful ones. But we were also 
selling books. It seemed like M/M romances were happily 
welcomed by many. 


The woman turned and saw the one for my book, 
Desert Storm. “Now that’s how to fight a war. You have 
both of those for sale?” 

“I do,” I said, near bubbling. “And I'll sign Desert 
Storm for you.” 

“You wrote it?” she asked with a huge grin. 

“I did.” I nodded and pulled a copy off the pile. “Want 
me to personalize it?” 

“Oh yes! Make it to Shelby.” 

And I’d been worried we wouldn’t sell anything. 

I smiled and winked, thinking of Jeannie’s earlier 
advice, and wrote “to Shelby, who made my day, best 
wishes, Jude Parks,” and added a few hearts as an 
afterthought. 

That seemed to please her. 


“Give her a hug,” Jeannie said from the corner of her 
mouth. 


“What?” I asked. 
“Give her a hug,” she repeated, only slightly louder. 


I shook my head. Give her a hug. Why not? I loved to 
hug. I loved to hug anyone. I hugged women all the time 
back when I went to science fiction conventions in my 
youth. And when I was involved with slash fandom as well. I 
was a hugger. What was the big deal? 


I walked around the table and held open my arms. 


Shelby didn’t hesitate to step in and accept my offer— 
and hell, while I was there, I gave her a real one. 


It was nice. 


It very suddenly reminded me of that first time I met 
Gail Southgate. The same weekend I’d met Jeannie. She 
had greeted me with a hug. It had been nothing like 
Jeannie’s loud one-of-the-guys-slap-on-the-back hugs. Oh 
no. She had walked up to me and looked deep into my eyes. 
The corners of her mouth had risen slightly, and then she 
had leaned in to hug me. Pressed her chest against mine 
and laid her head on my shoulder. It felt like she’d nestled 
her heart next to mine. I’d shivered at the closeness of it. 
When it was done, and it lasted quite a while, she pulled 
back only slightly, looked me in the face, touched my cheek, 
and said, “Greetings.” 


Oh yes. We’d bonded that day. 


And now this hug, with a stranger. Not as close as 
Gail’s hug. No. But real. 

It felt great. 

“Disgusting. That is just disgusting,’ 
quieter voice, but harsh all the same. 


Shelby and I parted in surprise to see a tall, painfully 
thin, mousy-looking woman with lank red-brown hair and 
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came a new and 


washed-out brown eyes. I’d thought she was referring to 
us, but I saw she was looking at our stand-up of the kissing 
men. 


My hugger gave me an embarrassed shrug and quickly 
turned to Jeannie to buy her books. 


“How can you put such vile depictions of sin on display 
for all to see?” asked the new arrival. 


“Excuse me?” I asked, trying to head this woman off at 
the pass. If Jeannie got involved, the fur would fly. 


Mouse-Woman’s hand flew out, her forefinger pointing 
first to one of our large posters and then the other. “Men 
with men. Working that which is unseemly.” She turned and 
looked at me. “You do know this is evil, do you not?” 


I felt my heart freeze in my chest. My mother. All over 
again. When I told her I was gay. 


“I can see it in your eyes. You know this is evil, and yet 
you stand there a part of it. Glorying in it. Taking money for 
it, like a whore.” 


“Now wait just a _ cotton-pickin’ minute,” Jeannie 
honked. 


Mouse-Woman gave Jeannie barely a glance and then 
was back to me. “For this cause God gave them up unto vile 
affections: for even their women did change the natural use 
into that which is against nature: And likewise also the 
men, leaving the natural use of the woman, burned in their 
lust one toward another.” 

I shook myself. No. I was not eighteen anymore. That 
was a lifetime ago. 

“Listen, sister!” snarled Jeannie. “You don’t like what 
we're sellin’, then just move your skinny little ass right 
along.” 

Mouse-Woman spun on Jeannie. Hissed. I swear she 
did. “Come hither; I will shew unto thee the judgment of 
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the great whore that sitteth upon many waters,” she said, 
this last aimed at my dear friend, “with whom the kings of 
the earth have committed fornication, and the inhabitants 
of the earth have been made drunk with the wine of her 
fornication.” 


Jeannie’s eyes turned to slits, and I could tell she was 
about to come over the table. 


“Jeannie! No!” I cried. I stepped between her and 
Mouse-Woman, who was now turning into a mouse that 
roared. “Lady, I’d move along if I were you. You don’t want 
to mess with Jeannie when she’s pissed.” 


“She doesn’t scare me!” the woman all but spat. “I will 
fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they 
comfort me.” 


“Hello, ma’am,” came a new, but now increasingly 
familiar, voice. “Did you know there is a table over there 
with Christian romances?” 


Yes, it was Tommy. 


Mouse-Woman blinked at him a moment, suddenly 
pulled from her rant. She looked lost. Like she didn’t know 
where she was or how she’d gotten there. 


He reached out, laid a hand on her shoulder. “Let me 
show you,” he said. He shot a look our way, and then turned 
and guided the woman away from our table. “This way,” he 
said. 


“Christian romances?” she mumbled. “How nice... 
Aren’t you sweet. So nice to see a pleasant young man with 
manners these days....” Her voice faded as Tommy pulled 
her into the crowd. 


“Good thing, too,” Jeannie said. “I was about to snatch 
her greasy hair right off her head!” 

I could only nod. I came back around and sat down 
with a “Whoa....” It had been a long time since anything 


like that had happened. It had been at a gay pride, maybe 
twenty years ago? Some local church group? But I’d been 
in my first Pride Parade that day, which had ended at the 
park where the day’s festivities were about to begin, and 
we'd been happy and laughing and oh, so proud, and the 
church people hadn’t really affected us. 


Not really. 
Well, maybe a little bit. 


That day a woman had been quoting from the Bible as 
well. The same chapter from Romans my mother had 
quoted from when she asked me to leave. I couldn’t believe 
I still remembered it was Romans. Romans, chapter one.... 


That day long ago, the church woman’s words had 
been a cold splash in the face and in the heat of my joy. But 
the guy I’d been with, and who I intended on fucking later 
that evening, just laughed and kissed me in front of her and 
pulled me into the throng of merrymakers. That many 
joyous people had allowed me to forget the hateful woman. 
That and the boy’s tongue in my mouth. 


I’d spent years putting all that behind me. Funny how 
one woman could yank me out of the mood I’d been 
reveling in since the shoppers had descended on the New 
Visions Press table. But this time I had no sexy boy to 
French kiss. 

Thank God for Tommy. I don’t know what I would have 
done without him. 

He swept up a few minutes later and asked me if I 
drank. 

“Huh?” 

“Cocktails?” 

“l, ah, sure....” I managed. 


“Pll be back,” he said in a fair attempt at the 
Terminator. As good as a drag queen could do. Dino the 


cover model might have carried it off better, what with his 
size and all. But Tommy wasn’t bad. And it brought a smile 
to my face. 


Tommy wasn’t gone long. He returned with a huge 
thermos and three water glasses that he’d snagged from 
one of the tables along the wall. There was no water in 
them, but plenty of ice. With a deft twist, he opened the 
thermos and poured a pink liquid into each of our glasses. 
“This,” he said, “is my famous cosmopolitan. Guaranteed to 
take away the bad taste of crazy religious women.” 


I looked over at Jeannie, who shrugged and took a sip. 


A big smile spread across her face. “Darn tootin’,” she said, 
and took a healthier swallow. 

Might as well. I took a drink of my own. 

Wow. If Tommy’s cosmos weren’t famous, they should 
be. They were the best I’d ever tasted. Just sweet enough, 
just tart enough, wonderfully cold, and with a delightful 
amount of alcohol. “Wow,” I said aloud. “This is great.” 

“Next time I’ll make sure you get pink sugar on the rim 
of your glass,” Tommy said with a toss of his head. 

Why did I not doubt it? I took another sip. It really was 
the best damned cosmo I’d ever had. 

“Think we should offer some to those cover models 
back there?” Tommy asked, and gave a half glance over his 
shoulder. “We could get them drunk and have our way with 
them. They are nuclear hot, don’t you think?” 

I laughed and thought of Dino and Brock. No. Thought 
of Dino kissing my hand. 

Tommy gave me an evil grin. “You do think it’s a good 
idea.” 


“Oh my!” came a sudden high voice. 


We turned to see a large woman, her face beaming. 
Like the others, she was looking back and forth between 


our two standups. She turned her attention to the books on 
the table. “Have I come to the right table or what?” she 
asked and blushed furiously. “Do you take credit cards?” 

“We sure do,” Jeannie said. “We proudly accept Visa, 
MasterCard, and American Express. Now, how can I help 
you?” 


Tommy perused the table, pulling into a small pile every 
book I had written. Of course, this was only after reading 
the back covers out loud and making the words as naughty 
as possible. 


Glasses back on, he read, “When a new couple moves 
in next door, the two gay men capture Grant’s fascination 
immediately. Mark and Tony are guys, just guys, and 
clearly in love. Despite himself, Grant finds them so 
appealing he begins to question not only his marriage of 
twenty years but the direction of his entire life. Soon he is 
chasing the couple and giving them sloppy blowjobs at 
every opportunity, sucking their—” 

“It doesn’t say that!” I said, feeling my face heat up. 


“Then I need to be writing your cover blurbs. You 
know, I think I’ve read this. But I don’t remember it being a 
novel.” 

“It wasn’t,” I said. “It was a short at first. But there 
was a lot more of the story I wanted to tell, and New 
Visions is buying less and less of the short individual pieces. 
So instead of writing several short stories—” 

“Just Beginning, Just for Fun, Just Married, Just 
Fuckin’ Around....” Tommy offered, wiggling his eyebrows. 

“—] just put it all into a novel.” 

“Well, I remember liking the original story,” Tommy 
said. “So I guess I'll take this one too.” He placed the book 


on his pile. “Anything else by you?” 
“You don’t have to buy all my books,” I said. 


“Of course he does!” Jeannie said, giving me a little 
kick under the table. 

“Ow!” 

“Especially after my little faux pas earlier,” Tommy 


said. “Imagine me wanting to read anything by that 
absolute hack Phillip Brandt!” 

Is it bad I felt a flush of joy that he was slamming 
Phillip? 

“He’s not a hack,” I said, trying to be politically 
correct. 

Jeannie snorted and asked a shopper if they needed 
any help. 

“And he is pretty hot,” Tommy added and wiggled his 
eyebrows again. An affectation? 

“He is,” I begrudgingly admitted. 

“Have you seen him naked?” 


I blushed. I had seen him naked. I’d more than seen 
him naked. 


Tommy hooted and grinned lasciviously. “Is he hung? 
Or are all those muscles compensation?” 


“I... I don’t kiss and tell,” I replied in answer. 

Jeannie gave another snort. 

“And just because I’ve seen him naked doesn’t mean 
we did anything.” 

Tommy kneeled down and leveled me with an intense 
look. “Tell Dixie,” he whispered. 

Dixie? Who? “Dixie?” I asked aloud. 


“Daddy, then,” Tommy said with a wave. “Tell whoever. 
Just make sure you include me.” 


It was nothing really. Phillip had shown up a couple 
years ago at one of the New Visions retreats. Just a day. We 
always have one day that isn’t crammed with business and 
there he was. 


Phillip Brandt, Phill to his friends, is one of our best- 
selling authors, and I think it kind of hurts Gail that he’s 
writing so much for other publishers now. We gave him his 
start, after all. All but helped him write his first few books. 


Anyway, he was kind of rude to me. Not outright. But 
he was treating me like I was fresh off the farm with stars 
in my eyes, and he was the famous best-selling author. Like 
he didn’t need to give me any attention. Nothing overt. Not 
obviously snooty or anything. But far from friendly. 


Then he found out I was one of the core founders of 
New Visions. 


There had been about four of us in the hot tub—the 
retreat had been in Boulder that year at a simply stunning 
place. We had a huge private cabin with enough bedrooms 
for all of us and lots of amenities, including a spa 
treatment, a pool, and yes, our own hot tub. It was him, me, 
Gail, and Rachael (the editor in chief) that late evening, 
bubbling our aches away. We were drinking cocktails when 
he quite abruptly—you could see it!—realized that while he 
outsold me a hundred to one, I was certainly not the new 
kid on the block. 


Suddenly I was a part of the conversation, and he was 
addressing me and asking me questions, being all social 
and sweet and, to my surprise, a bit flirty. 


As much as I wanted to resist, it must be understood 
that Phillip—“Phill”—is gorgeous. He is sexy and incredibly 
well built, with these big old pecs and huge biceps. I am a 
sucker for a muscular man, as long as he doesn’t slip into 
the grossly muscled class. And no, he didn’t work out to 


compensate for a lack of manhood. The bulge I’d been 
trying unsuccessfully to avoid staring at was quite ample. 


Comparatively, I’d never felt so un-sexy in my life. 


Then he did something that would have made me laugh 
had it not worked. He yawned. And in doing so stretched 
those great arms up and out, and then one settled behind 
me. It was like something a teenager would do at the 
movies on his first date. 


Before I knew it, his fingers were actually lightly 
stroking my shoulder. 


Suddenly Gail and Rachael were clearing their throats 
and saying it was time to go to bed. 


OMG! 
“So? You gonna dish?” Tommy asked. 


I shook my head to clear the memory. “N-No. That 
would be tacky.” 


“As if you were never tacky,” Jeannie said as she rang 
up her customer’s books. “Here,” she said, handing me a 
copy of Desert Storm. “Sign this. The lady’s name is Barb.” 


I looked to see a woman maybe ten years older than 
me with shoulder-length blonde hair and bright eyes and an 
even brighter smile. “Make it Babs,” she said in a rush. 

“Sure.” What a cute smile, I thought and signed her 
book. 

Meanwhile she had turned to Jeannie. “Are you two 
friends?” she asked. 

Jeannie stopped, seemed to freeze for just one second, 
and then gave me a lop-sided grin. “He’s one of my very 
best friends,” she said in a tone that made me suddenly 
light-hearted. 

“I have a friend like him. He makes a hard day at work 
just a little bit easier.” 


I smiled. Wow. How could I help it? 


Jeannie sighed. “I think we all need a Jude, don’t we?” 
“TIl drink to that,” said Tommy, and he raised his glass. 
What could I say after that? 


CHAPTER 4 


THE main vendors’ room closed early that first day. 
Thursday was mostly for registration and then a sort of 
opening party. Nothing like the big opening ceremonies I 
was used to at conventions from my youth, but instead a 
meet and greet. Something I wanted to dress up for. 


I really only had two options and got Jeannie’s help in 
deciding what to wear. Despite what she said when she’d 
picked me up at the airport, I had not brought my entire 
apartment. 

“I like the dress jacket,” she said. “But you still need to 
show some skin. “Wear it with your tank top.” Leave it to 
Jeannie to pick a third possibility. 

“Oh come on,” I said. “Won’t that be tacky? I like the 
polo shirt.” 

Jeannie threw up a hand. “Skin sells. Think of what 
happened today when they got a load of your cover for 
Desert Storm.” 

I rolled my eyes. “I would like to think it had 
something to do with my writing.” 

“I am sure you would. And you do sell for your writing. 
But today? Today you sold because of skin.” 


“And just what am I selling tonight?” 


Jeannie gave me a smirk and turned back to the 
bathroom mirror without answering and began to apply her 
favorite lipstick. Bright red. 


I gave a “hmpf” but tried her suggestion. 


I looked in the mirror behind the door to our room and 
sighed. 


The wondrous author Connie Willis once told me that I 
should never, ever describe a character by having them 
look in a mirror. It was a cliché. She told me that no one 
looked at their own reflection and noted the color of their 
eyes or hair or their hairstyle. They knew those things, had 
seen them a million times. They knew how they looked. A 
mirror was for plucking a brow, or getting your hair just 
right. Not to notice things you already knew about yourself. 


Yet here I was, living the cliché. 


I knew the color of my hair was dark brown, but boy, 
when had it begun to recede so far? I was going bald! 
Damn my mother for yet another reason. She had 
thoughtfully genetically passed on baldness as well as hard- 
to-manage weight. And was that a silver sheen beginning to 
make an appearance at my temples? No! 


I knew my eyes, also brown, but shit, look at those 
crow’s feet. They were getting deeper. Why were they 
laugh lines on Tommy but made me look old? 


I knew my body, but as I stood there, seeing the 
familiar curls of hair that grew across the top of my chest, 
visible with the tank top, my eyes kept drifting down and 
focusing on the muffin top I’d been trying so hard to ignore. 
If I stood up straight it almost disappeared—but damn me if 
I relaxed my posture at all. 


I tried to ignore my waist, to see if I really could carry 
off a tank with a jacket and then, to my horror, saw my first 
silver chest hair. 

Shit! 

I wanted to cry. 


I started to pluck it—and suddenly remembered 
Jeannie swearing that if you pull one grey hair, two would 
grow in its place—then thought fuck it, and plucked it 
anyway. They wouldn’t grow back in the next three or four 
days. 

Damn and damn. Li was right. I was a hundred and 
forty-one. I was a_one-hundred-and-forty-one-year-old, 
balding, twenty-ton bear. “I’m falling apart,” I said aloud. 


“Welcome to forty,” Jeannie said, appearing at my side. 
I sighed dramatically. 


“You still look good, baby,” she replied. “No matter 
how much I tease.” 


“Thanks,” I mumbled, not convinced. I took one more 
look, noticed a stray bit of shaving cream by my ear, wiped 
it away, and picked up the polo shirt. I’d bought it two sizes 
too big. It made me look smaller. 

Jeannie shook her head. “The tank top, honey. That 
shirt looks like a tent on you. Your chest is one of your best 
features. Hairy chests are hot. Baby, if you’ve got it, flaunt 
it.” 

“It’s not too 1980s?” 

“Honey, this is a romance book convention, not the 
presentation of the Pulitzer Prize. This is just the place.” 

“You really think so?” 

She took me by the shoulders, turned me so that I was 
looking at her, and gave me her cute little smile and a nod. 
“Yes, Jude. I think you look good. Tommy sure thinks so. 
Come to think of it, Dino the Dinosaur was giving you the 
eye too.” 

“Oh!” I laughed. “Like I have a chance with him.” 

“You never know....” 


“I know....” My memory flashed back to the all-but- 
naked muscle man. Those eyes, those arms, that ass, that 


basket! He could fuck me all night with that. I trembled at 
the thought, a thought that had danced through my head all 
afternoon, despite cute Tommy’s presence. 


“Jude. You are a sexy man. You are. And when they get 
a load of you downstairs, I bet you’ll send a legion of 
women to our table for more books tomorrow.” 


I laughed and decided I would believe her. At least for 
a little while. 


Why not? 


WE cor to the meet and greet early and already quite a few 
people had gathered in the ballroom. People dressed in 
every way imaginable. I figured this was the night we 
dressed our best, and a lot of people were on my same 
page. But more than a few looked like they’d just stepped 
out of the trailer park. I could imagine they had their 
Christmas lights up, even though it was October. 


Yes, there were people dressed in their finest: evening 
gowns, suits, I even saw a tux or two. There were also 
outfits that looked like they’d come from the clearance isle 
at Wally Mart. We’re talking blouses with rhinestones, and 
not even expensive ones. Jeans. Dirty jeans. T-shirts. A 
Gretchen Wilson Redneck Woman T-shirt! And I’m willing to 
bet one woman I saw was wearing a bridesmaid’s dress. 


And I was worried about my tank top? 


The lights were low, a gorgeous DJ named Cueball was 
spinning tunes. There was some kind of buffet on one wall 
and a bar in the corner. 


“We need some booze,” I said. 
“We can get a cocktail,” Jeannie replied. 
“I mean for our room. We might need it at some point.” 


“But we always get too much and wind up leaving it for 
the maid,” Jeannie said. 


“True. But at least it’s a good tip.” 
“True,” she said with a grin. 


I looked around for anyone we knew. Several of our 
authors lived in the Midwest, and it would be nice to catch 
up. But then I didn’t know what most of them looked like. 
And if I remembered right, an artist who had just sold his 
very first cover with us lived in Kansas City. Lambert- 
something. I wondered if he would show up. 


“Look,” said Jeannie. “Isn’t that Kent coming in?” 


I looked to where she was pointing, and once my eyes 
were able to focus with the weird lighting, I saw she was 
right. It was Kent. The artist who did my cover for Desert 
Storm. I waved. 


“Is he with someone?” Jeannie asked, leaning close. 


“I’m not sure,” I said. He was walking with someone. I 
waved again and this time Kent saw me and smiled that 
smile of his that could make a statue sit up and take notice. 


Kent turned and said something to the man he was 
with, and then they both headed our way. As they got closer 
I could see his companion was older, at least ten years 
older, but very nice-looking. 

Kent gave us a big hug and then introduced us to his 
friend. “Jeannie, Jude, this is Wade Porter. He’s a good 
friend of mine. I talked him into coming with me.” 


“How nice,” Jeannie said, stepping forward and 
holding out her hand. 

Wade smiled and shook her hand, then mine. “Nice to 
meet you.” 

“I did a couple of covers for Jude here,” Kent said. 
“One is pretty special too.” 


“Oh really?” he said, and I saw genuine interest in his 
eyes. Friends? I wondered. More? It wasn’t a May- 
December pairing but at least a September-December, if it 
was indeed a pairing. 

“How long have you been ‘friends’?” Jeannie asked in 
her usual tactful way. 


“Not quite a year,” Kent said. 


Jeannie opened her mouth to ask another question and 
I elbowed her, even though I wanted all the juicy details. 


“We’re going to get a cocktail,” Kent said. “Did you two 
want anything?” 

“I’m gonna grab some food first, or I'll be drunk before 
nine,” I said. 


“So what else is new?” Jeannie joked, and I grabbed 
her by the arm and pulled her away. I could see Wade had 
no idea if she was serious or not, and he seemed easily 
shocked. 


“Easy, Champ,” I said. 
“O. M. G! Do you think they’re doing it?” she asked me. 


“T think I’m hungry,” I answered and led her to the 
tables where all the food was laid out. 


To my amazement the food was good. Surprisingly 
good. 


“Part of the price of admission,” Jeannie explained. 
“Something besides pretzels and Cheetos to eat.” 


I got a plate and chose some beef, a mashed cheesy 
potato something, and asparagus, and Jeannie and I seated 
ourselves at one of the round tables along the back wall. I 
found myself wondering aloud how I might get the recipe 
for the potato dish. If all the provided food was going to be 
as good as this, then I understood the high price for our 
memberships. Jeannie was right. The best spread I’d ever 
seen at a science fiction convention was chips and candy, or 


a hotel-provided event of mostly finger food: eggrolls, 
vegetables, hummus and pita bread. This, of course, was 
always swiped up in minutes by the fans who thought of 
that particular event as their dinner, and three-quarters of 
the guests got nothing. 


This meal was not running out any time soon. 
Yummy. Were those big old brownies I saw for dessert? 


There were a few people dancing, but not many. 
Whether it was the lack of men to dance with or the fact 
that it was so early was hard to tell. This was a romance 
book convention after all, and not—as Jeannie might point 
out—the after party for the Academy Awards. It actually 
reminded me of the dances at some of the better 
conventions I’d been to in my early geek days. Just no one 
dressed up as a Jedi or in Starfleet uniforms. 


This really wasn’t a science fiction convention. It was 
something else entirely. My geekiness needed to stop. The 
comparisons weren’t working. I needed to just sit back and 
enjoy myself and be ready for whatever came my way. 

I found myself scanning the growing crowd, looking for 
Tommy. 

“He’s delivering a dress to his boss at that gay bar,” 
Jeannie said and took a bite of asparagus. 

“Who?” I asked, pretending innocence. 

Jeannie raised a brow. She swallowed and said, “The 
guy you’re planning on getting two hours with in our room 
tonight.” 

“I was not looking for Tommy,” I lied. “And I am not 
planning on bedding him.” 

“Sure you’re not,” Jeannie scoffed. She speared 
another piece of asparagus and pointed it at me. “Then how 
did you know who I was talking about, huh?” 


But I wasn’t planning on cruising Tommy. Not exactly. 
But on the other hand, why not? He was sexy in his way, 
and as far as I could tell, single. He seemed to have been 
flirting with me. And I was missing an orgy. “I still can’t 
decide if I’m even attracted to him,” I said. “He’s certainly 
cute, but God, he is so gay.” 


“And you’re not?” Jeannie asked. 


Now that was rude, I thought. I wasn’t obvious. Not 
one of those fags who swished around and put their hands 
on their hips and needed wrist supports to keep their hands 
from flailing at the ends of their arms. You’d never know I 
was gay. I liked my rating on the “straight-acting” scale. 
Last time I took the Guy Quiz, I was a two on a scale of zero 
to ten, with zero being the ultimate in straight acting and a 
ten being “queen status.” I was proud of that. “People are 
surprised all the time when they find out I’m gay,” I 
declared. 

“Ha!” Jeannie said. “People who haven’t met you, 
maybe,” she returned. “Weren’t you complaining just the 
other day that people think you’re a woman on the phone 
all the time?” 

“That has nothing to do with me being gay,” I replied. 
“I can’t help how my voice sounds on the phone.” 

Jeannie shook her head and bit into some beef. 

“What?” I asked. 

“Honey, you knew all the lyrics to The Sound of Music 
by the time you were five.” 

“So? What does that have to do with anything? How do 
I act gay? What do I do that would make the average 
person on the street think I’m gay?” 

“You have rainbow stickers on your car,” she offered. 

“But again,” I cried, “what do I do that would make 
some stranger on the street clock me as gay?” 


“When was the last time a straight man wondered if he 
could get the recipe for a side dish?” she asked with a 
sneer. 


“Oh, fuck you,” I said, waving a hand before me, trying 
not to smile. 


“And how about that!” she announced with a victor’s 
cry. 

“How about what?” 

“You talk with your hands.” 


I froze for a second, staring at my Benedict Arnold 
hand. Shit! “Italians talk with their hands.” 


Just then Peter Worthman, another of our artists, 
strolled into the room. He was wearing a pink shirt, and 
even from here I could see his jeans had sparkles. Women’s 
pants? Peter is as sweet as can be, and I just love him, but 
he’s the poster child for the stereotypical gay man. “Now 
Peter is gay,” I said. “Tell me I’m half as gay as he is!” 


“You know, you’re right. You are so not gay acting,” 
Jeannie said. “I don’t know what I was thinking. Isn’t this 
beef tender? I wonder how they get it so tender. You think 
that server over there might have a clue? Joe hates how 
tough my roasts are and....” 

“Oh, don’t do that,” I snapped. “I hate it when you do 
that.” 

“Do what?” 

“Change the subject when you think you’re right.” 

“What I want to know,” she replied, “is what you’re 
getting so pissed off about. Jesus Christ on a crystal 
crucifix. Gay acting. Straight acting. What the hell do you 
care? What happened to your gay pride? Why are we even 
here?” 

“IL... L...” I didn’t know. Why was I pissed? “Well... well, 
because you were implying I was some big old queen.” 


“And that’s a bad thing.” It was a statement and not a 
question. “Gay is bad?” 

“No it’s not bad. Aarggh!” How the hell did this 
happen? How did I get in this conversation? I sighed. “No, 
being gay is not a bad thing,” I said. 


“I hope not,” came a new voice. 


I looked up and to my surprise saw Dino, the godling 
cover model, standing over me in all his awesome muscular 
godlingness. 


“Because I’m gay,” he said and cocked his head, the 
muscles on his neck flexing beautifully. “And I’ve been 
hoping all afternoon that you were too.” 


My mouth fell open in surprise. 


“CLOSE your mouth,” Jeannie said with a hiss. 
I closed it with a click. 
“You drinking anything?” Dino asked. 


It took me a minute to find my voice. I sat there, 
looking up at him, trying to believe this monument of a man 
was actually talking to me. He was stunning. I mean he was 
slap-your-mama-and-throw-rocks-at-your-daddy stunning. 
Dino seemed impossibly tall, impossibly wide, and looked 
down at me with eyes that shone in the near darkness. That 
face! Narrow with a strong jaw and dimpled chin and a 
deadly, sexy five o’clock shadow. His lips were full and 
heavy, almost pouting but nothing so seedy as that. He had 
a big Roman nose that somehow only made him sexier. And 
that body! Like an ancient statue brought to life. He was 
wearing a tuxedo, and even with all those clothes on, you 
could see he was massively built. His thighs threatened the 
fabric of his trousers. Oh, and there was that big ol’ bulge. 


God, what he could do to me with that. He could do 
whatever he wanted to do to me with that. 


But best of all? His attention (a god’s attention) was 
focused on me. It was like something out of one of my 
stories. 

I tore my eyes away from him for a second and cursed 
the fact I’d worn a tank top. It’s all your fault, I beamed at 
Jeannie. She just shrugged and attacked her potatoes. 

Wait. Hadn’t Dino asked me a question? 

Yes. He’d asked what I was drinking. Talk. Say 
something before he thinks you’re a complete dope. 

“Nothing yet,” I rasped, and then repeated it with a 
little more strength. 


“Want something? Cocktail? Beer? Wine?” 
“S-sure,” I stammered. 


Pll be damned if he didn’t hold out a hand, and when I 
found myself taking it, he pulled me deftly to my feet. 
“Let’s get something for you then.” He turned to Jeannie. 
“And your friend?” 


My friend? I wondered for an instant who he was 
talking about and then remembered Jeannie existed. I 
swallowed hard. “Manhattan?” I asked. 

Jeannie raised a brow and bobbed her head once. 

Dino laid a hand on my back and guided me gently 
toward the bar. I glanced over my shoulder and Jeannie 
nodded vigorously. “Go! Go!” she mouthed. 

“So how come you never came and got your picture 
taken with me?” he asked in a tone that was so rich and 
warm it could melt wax. 


“I-I, because, ah, I....” Talk you idiot! “Because we 
were so busy. We sold more books today than we've sold 
entire weekends at some cons we’ve gone to before.” 


“That’s good,” he said. “Right? What’s a con?” 


“C-convention,” I answered. 

“Well this isn’t exactly a convention, right? Something 
else?” We reached the bar. There were only a few people in 
line ahead of us. “What’ll you have?” he asked. 

“What are you having?” 

“Nothing,” he replied and patted his ever-so-flat 
tummy. “Got to watch that kind of thing. Plus I don’t want 
to—” He leaned in so close I could feel his breath on my 
ear. “—to hamper things from happening later.” He leaned 
back and fixed me with that heavy-lidded gaze. 

I suddenly, and for the first time, knew what 
“smoldering eyes” were. 

I gulped. 

“Maybe I shouldn’t either?” 

One side of his mouth curled into a mind-alteringly 
sexy grin. “Nonsense. One won’t hurt you. I think it might 
help you, you sexy, nervous little man.” 

I gulped again. Sexy? Dino just called me sexy? And he 
knew I was nervous. I wiped at my forehead and felt the 
perspiration. Hell. How could he not know? 

Dino leaned in again. “You have no idea how sexy you 
are, do you?” 

Would I sound like a total queen on the straight acting 
scale if I said my knees almost turned to rubber? Jesus. Was 
I swooning? 

“Beer,” I somehow managed. 

His chin dropped and raised again, and then he turned 
to the bartender. “A bottled water. A Manhattan, a double, 
and a beer for my friend.” 

“Any preference?” said the bartender. 

“Anything dark?” I answered. 


“We have some excellent beers from a local brewery,” 
the guy replied. “A dry stout and their Bully! Porter.” 


“Tl try the second one,” I said. 
“Excellent choice. Glass?” 


“He’ll drink from the bottle,” said Dino, and when the 
bartender turned away, he whispered, “I love to watch a 
man with the end of a beer bottle in his mouth.” 


I was hard. 


Just like that. I felt my dick go hard in record time. My 
God. Could he see it? 


Dino glanced down. Looked back up. Gave me a smile 
that was just shy of lecherous. He saw it. 


Oh, I was doomed. 

But in a good way. 

I felt my face heat up and suddenly remembered my 
life credo. Regret what I have done rather than what I 
haven't. 

This man wanted me. This god wanted me. Me. This 
was happening to me. 

One hundred and forty-one gay-years old, huh, Lionel? 
Twenty tons? You can keep your damned orgy. 

I smiled back in a way that I hoped was soft-core 
steamy. 

Dino handed me my beer and I took a drink. Nice. 
Wonderfully cold. 

“Okay?” Dino asked. “I can get you something else if 
you don’t like—” 


“No. I like it a lot.” 

“Good.” He smiled and once more I thought I would 
swoon. 

God, I was acting like a little girl. I tried to think of 
something to say. But what was there to say? I didn’t know 


anything about him, except that he was one of the hottest 
men I’d ever seen in my life. And that he posed for book 
covers. 

“How did you start posing for covers,” I said abruptly. 
No lead in. God, I must sound like a fool. “Damn. I bet 
everyone asks you that, don’t they?” 

Dino laughed. It was a rumble. I thought once more of 
747s. 

“I was walking dogs part time,” he said. 

“Walking dogs?” 

“Yup. A friend got me into it. Walking dogs. Dog sitting 
too. I love dogs. You?” 

“Well... yes,” I said. “I do.” 

“I like them more than cats,” Dino said. “The bigger 
the better. I like to wrestle with them, and they love it too. 
I’m big enough that they really get to play.” 

You certainly are big. And I’d like to play with you too. 

“Anyway, I was walking these dogs and this car pulled 
over and this total stranger gave me a card. Tells me he 
paints book covers and would I be interested in posing for 
him. Once I knew he wasn’t trying to get into my pants, I 
gave it a try.” 

“You stood around while he painted?” I asked. 

“Well, first he took a bunch of pictures. Then he called 
me a couple weeks later, and I came in so he could finish 
his painting. I was really blown away when I saw it. He 
made me a lot bigger than I really am.” 

“I find that hard to believe,” I replied. 

He smiled, revealing perfect white teeth. Of course. 

“Well, then I didn’t hear back for a few months, and all 
of a sudden, my mom was squealing at me on the phone. 
She had seen the book. She couldn’t believe it.” 


“You hadn’t told her?” I asked, surprised. 


Dino shook his head. “It was all so unreal. I guess I 
didn’t really get what was going on. Next thing I know, the 
book is selling like crazy and they think it’s because of me. 
The artist said the writer was a hack—” 


Like Phillip? I wondered, then scolded myself. 


“—and insisted it was me that sold the book. Before I 
knew it, I was making so much money posing for covers, 
and then these muscle magazines, I didn’t have to work 
anymore. My job is keeping in shape.” 

“I guess it’s a full-time job,” I said and almost reached 
out to touch him. I so wanted to feel his chest. See what it 
felt like. 


“Actually, I’m lucky. Good metabolism. I was in pretty 
good shape before I ever started working out. I’ve got 
mostly good genes.” 

“Mostly?” I inquired. 

“Well, my grandparents were alcoholics,” he said, and 
damn, had his voice taken on a sad note? “And since 
alcoholism is passed on and_ generally skips a 
generation....” His words petered out, and he laid a palm on 
his chest. 


“Thus the no-drinking,” I said. 
“Thus the no-drinking,” he repeated and laughed. 


Was that a stupid thing to say? At least he wasn’t 
getting all weepy. 


“You're no hack,” he said unexpectedly. 
“What?” 


“I got Jill, the photographer at our booth, to go get a 
copy of one of your books.” 


He reads? I wondered. He’s hot and he reads? 
“Tve been reading it all afternoon. It’s good.” 


It was all I could do to keep my mouth from falling 
open. “You’re reading one of my books? Why?” 


“Why? Because I think you’re hot and on a trip to the 
john, noticed your booth. Realized what you do.” 


Wait. 
Rewind. 


Did he say what I thought he’d said? And was this the 
second time he’d said it? 


“You think I’m hot?” I squeaked. Me? He thought J was 
hot? Had I woken up in an episode of The Twilight Zone? 
Things like this didn’t happen to me. Guys like Dino did not 
think J was hot. 


Dino growled and I felt my dick get even harder. Felt 
gooseflesh run up my arms and down my back. 


“Hot and talented. I’m about halfway through Desert 
Storm.” 


“Halfway?” I asked. Shit. Desert Storm was almost 
three hundred pages. “You’re a fast reader.” 


“You’ve got me turning the pages. It really is a great 
story. I love Chuck. He’s sweet.” 


I felt a little rush of happiness. He liked my character 
Chuck. How neato! Neato? Did I just use the word “neato”? 


Dino stepped close to me. “You write hot sex scenes 
too. I mean, damn.” He pronounced it “di-am” and it was all 
I could do not to giggle like a prepubescent girl. Then his 
eyes narrowed, turned smoky; my breath caught, and it felt 
like the temperature in the room went up at least ten 
degrees. “Is that because you have a good imagination, or 
are you drawing it from life?” 


Fuck! This can’t be happening! 


But it was. And I didn’t want to ruin it. So taking a 
chance, hoping not to get laughed at, I slowly, deliberately, 
took a long swallow from my beer bottle. Held the bottle 


high. Let him see my Adam’s apple bob. I didn’t do 
anything as tacky as licking it. But I sure pursed my mouth 
around its tip. 


“Damnation...,” whispered Dino. 


And that’s when Phillip Brandt showed up. Gorgeous, 
perfect, studly Phillip Brandt. 


Could the timing have been any worse? 


CHAPTER 5 


Go away, I wanted to shout in Phill’s face. Go away go away 
go away. 

The last thing I needed was competition from Phillip 
Brandt. Mr. Perfect. Standing there looking so damned 
cute: that little smile, those sparkling eyes, that fuzzy but 
sculptured goatee, and that amazing chest. It might have 
been on a par with Dino’s. He knew he looked good too, 
with his lightly frosted hair, those black slacks with creases 
you could cut yourself on, that open, skin-tight shirt 
revealing beautiful, marble-hard flesh. Damn him! 

“Hey there, Jude. Who’s this?” 

“Dino,” said my almost bed partner. “And you are?” 

“Phill,” Phillip purred. “And what are you up to?” He 
laid a hand on Dino’s bicep and gave it a squeeze, causing 
his own to bunch up like he had a grapefruit hidden up his 
sleeve. 

Fuck him! I wanted to break his arm off. Cut his 
offending hand off at the wrist. How dare he? He thinks all 
he has to do is offer an invitation and anyone will take him 
up on it? Like “Phill” is so fucking gorgeous no one can say 
no? 

Like in that dammed hot tub? So sure of himself he 
figured all he had to do was edge out of the bubbling water 
and sit on the tub’s edge, his big old dick hanging out 
before him, and I would just pounce on it? 


“Well, Phill. To tell you the truth, I hope I’m going to be 
getting up with Jude here.” 


I froze. 
Phillip’s mouth fell open. 
He looked so funny I was able to thaw myself. 


Dino shrugged off Phill’s hand and turned to me, 
reached out and ran a hand under my jacket and up my 
side. He stopped at my chest, ran a big thumb over my left 
nipple. Then he stepped closer. Slipping both hands under 
the straps of my tank top, he found my nipples and 
squeezed them first lightly, then a little harder. All the 
while he was looking deep in my eyes. Oh, his eyes. 
Sparkling blue in the vendor’s hall, but so secret and indigo 
here in the dimly lit ballroom. And eyelashes so dark and 
thick he could have been wearing mascara. 


Something told me a man like Dino didn’t. 

Then in a voice light enough that the bartender 
couldn’t hear, but Phill surely could, he said, “Want to go to 
my room and fuck?” 

“Yes!” I said, so fast it surprised even me. 

Like I said before. 

A quick and decisive, “Yes!” 


Dino dragged me from the room, but not before giving 
Jeannie her cocktail. “Excuse me, my dear,” he said and 
actually gave her a slight bow. “But I am absconding with 
your friend. I hope you don’t mind.” 

Jeannie looked at him with amazement. “No problem,” 
she said. She looked at me, glanced down at her watch, and 
mouthed, “two hours.” 

“Ah, don’t worry. We’ll be going to my room,” he said, 
obviously reading her lips. Not that it was all that difficult. 


And away we went. 


But no! Was that Tommy? Wasn’t he supposed to be 
gone for the evening? 


Piss up a rope! 
No! Regret what I have done rather than what I 
haven’t, after all. 


I don’t know what happened to the beer. Did I drop it? 
Did Dino even pay for it? 

I had no idea. I was in a daze. We didn’t even wait until 
we got to the room to start kissing. He didn’t wait, that is. 
He pulled me into his arms in the elevator and started 
kissing me in a way I’d rarely, if ever, been kissed in my life. 
It was unbelievable. Unreal. 


I thought he was going to devour me. 


This was not romance. This was pure, sizzling-hot, 
fucking man-slammed-up-against-man sex. It was sex while 
our clothes were still on. His arms were huge and powerful, 
and he was pulling me tight against that massively built, 
solid chest and pushing me back to the wall, and he was 
barely allowing me to breathe. His mouth against mine was 
so demanding—opening, taking me, thrusting his tongue 
into me as surely as I hoped he’d soon be fucking my ass. 
His big hands began to wander all over me, down my back, 
clenching my butt cheeks, running his fingers through my 
hair, grabbing at it, yanking it back, sucking at my neck. 
Then those hands, those rough, hot hands, were under my 
shirt again.... 


“That outfit is so hot,” he breathed into my ear, and I 
thanked Jeannie wordlessly. 


The elevator pinged as it came to a stop, and we pulled 
back just enough to exit and saw a woman standing in a 
doorway, just standing there, her eyes wide and her fist 
against her mouth in shock. 


It was Mouse-Woman. 

Piss up a rope! 

She shifted, coughed, looked down, and then stepped 
back into her room. 


And goddamn if Dino didn’t haul me back and start 
kissing me again. 

I was in shock. Part of me wanted to pull away, but 
then I felt the hardness of his cock thrusting against mine 
and I thought, Oh, the hell with it! 


The elevator buzzed angrily and he yanked me out into 
the hall (had he even checked to make sure it was our 
floor?) and two doors down, where he slammed me against 
the wall and fumbled in his jacket pocket, not taking his 
mouth from mine. That tongue. My God, it was a force to be 
reckoned with. 


Then the door was opening, and I was all but falling 
backward into the room. My eyes flew open in a brief panic 
—long enough to see Mouse-Woman still watching with that 
shocked expression—but then I felt Dino’s strong arms 
around me and knew I had no reason to fear anything. Not 
women quoting the first chapter of Romans, and certainly 
not falling on the floor. I was safe. 


He whirled me around and like magic my jacket was 
gone. Before I could help in return, a spin of his own made 
his jacket vanish as well. Then he was sucking at my neck, 
along my collarbone, down my chest, and roughly pushing 
my tank top aside to draw my nipple deep into his mouth. 
Oh, Pain! Pleasure! Fuck! 


He all but ripped my top off—hell, he had license to; I 
didn’t give a shit at that point—and I yanked at his shirt, 
tore it open, pushed it back over the breadth of his massive 
shoulders, let it fall to the ground. I had to touch that chest. 
Discover what his clothing, both his tuxedo and his tiny 
tank top from earlier that day, had hidden. He had just the 


smallest triangle of hair nestled between the valley of his 
pecs. I loved it. Before I could lay so much as a finger on 
him, caress his skin and that expanse of musculature, he’d 
pulled me close and I was feeling him skin against skin. 


I felt dizzy. Didn’t care. Jumped in for more. 


I took the sides of his face in my hands, drew it to 
mine, kissed him with all my experience. Hell, hadn’t I had 
sex with more men than can be counted on the fingers and 
toes of the entire Vienna Boys Choir? I used it. 


I was doing something right because he moaned into 
my mouth, and it was all I could do not to have an orgasm 
right then and there. 


How could this be happening? Why me? 


“Why not you?” he asked, and I realized I’d said it out 
loud. 


“But the men you could have. Why me? I’m a—” 


I was a one-hundred-and-forty-one-year-old, balding, 
twenty-ton bear. 


“You're real,” Dino said. “You’re you. Not some 
overbloated, plastic, steroid-enhanced, brainless clone.” 
Then before I knew it was happening, he drew back and 
dropped to his knees. In seconds he had my pants open and 
my steel-hard cock in his hand. He groaned again, and to 
my delight, said, “fucking beautiful” and took me into his 
wet, oven-hot mouth. 


I wish I could describe the sight. I doubt there is a man 
alive who doesn’t enjoy looking down at someone giving 
him a blowjob. But when the man giving it to you has a face 
like Dino’s, lips like his, when his biceps pop as he uses his 
hand to help? Jesus. It just put me in a place that was pure 
fantasy. 


Fuck you, I beamed to my roommate Lionel across the 
many miles in Chicago. Karma. Pure karma. You can have 


your Abercrombie and Fitch skinny boys. Keep their six- 
packs. I’ll take Dino’s eight-pack instead. Abs that make 
your smooth clone-boys look like... well... the emaciated, 
cocaine-addicted-looking creatures that they were. 


God, if he didn’t stop, I was going to cum. I was. It 
couldn’t happen that fast. I mustered all my strength and 
commanded him to stand. He looked up at me through 
those impossibly thick dark lashes, my pubes at his lips, 
and the look on his face was clear. “You sure?” it said. 


“Yes,” I answered. “Stand up!” 


He did so and I dropped, just as fast, like I was on the 
opposite end of a teeter-totter. I had that belt unbuckled in 
a flash, the pants undone, and they fell down his hips 
before catching on his huge thighs. It was enough. 


Because there before me was his cock. 
Oh God. 


I laid my hands in the beautiful shallow indentations 
that ran from his hipbones to his groin. I loved that feature 
on a man. Those twin grooves. Like a different kind of 
happy trail. They even had a name: the iliac crest. Had I not 
been a writer of gay romance—and the sex scenes therein— 
I wouldn’t have even known they had their own name. Iliac 
crest. Or Apollo’s Belt. I liked the second better. So fitting, 
the god I kneeled before. I don’t know when I’d been with a 
man built well enough to have them, let alone such deep, 
beautiful ones. Twin paths to his cock. 


And his cock was as perfect as the rest of him. Not 
huge like I’d imagined. Nothing so big as to deflate my ego 
or make me self-conscious. I was certainly not as large as 
he was, but I had nothing to be ashamed of either. No. He 
was just right. High and hard and thick, but not so much 
that I wouldn’t be able to handle it. And dear God, he was 
uncut! His foreskin was lovely and thick, almost hiding the 
shape of his corona. His pubic hair was sparse—maybe he 


trimmed it?—and darker than that on his head. And he 
smelled so manly. Clean, a combination of soap and musk 
that was all male. The scent of stimulated balls. 


I took it all into my mind, memorizing its beauty, before 
taking it into my mouth. 


The salty sweetness of his skin bombarded my taste 
buds, and once more I was afraid I might just ejaculate on 
the spot. Thankfully that didn’t happen. 


I drew him in as deeply as I could, felt the foreskin 
slide back and the smoothness of his cockhead as it entered 
my throat. Damn if I didn’t take him pretty far. It must have 
pleased him because I heard his guttural call of, “Oh yeah, 
oh yeah, oh my God, yeah. Oh, that feels so good.” And then 
he too was pulling away. “Not yet,” he said. “Not yet.” 


He stood up, kicked off his pants, and then to my 
surprise crawled up over the corner of his bed, spread his 
legs wide, and said, “Fuck me, Jude. Oh please, please. 
Fuck me.” 


FuckInc Dino was certainly not what I’d had in mind. Not 
what I’d wished for; not what I’d fantasized about in my 
head. But as I stood there, as I looked down at the vastness 
of his powerful back, his massive thighs spread wide, his 
huge muscular ass split open, and the almost shocking 
sight of his perfect, pink, puckered hole, I knew a change in 
plans could be dealt with. My cock surged up to a rigidity I 
hadn’t experienced since I was a teen. Fucking Dino would 
be no hardship. It wasn’t like I’d never seen a butthole. Of 
course I had. I’d been out for a long time and slept with a 
lot of men. But seeing that most private place on a man like 
Dino? It was somehow more. I knew he had one. All men 
did. Even the Pope had one. But like those belonging to 


Tom Cruise or Gerard Butler, it was not something I ever 
expected to see. 


Needless to say, I was not going to waste the 
opportunity to see it even closer. 


I kicked myself out of my shoes and pants and 
approached Dino like an awestruck supplicant at an altar 
for some pagan god. And what apt words to describe what I 
beheld. 


Dino shifted, and his ass rose up, the cleft between his 
cheeks spreading all the more, his asshole flexing with an 
invitation I could not deny. 


I went down once more to my knees and dropped my 
face down into the valley between his buttocks. I ran my 
rough jaw with its few days’ growth of beard downward 
until my lips encountered the folds of his anus. I wanted to 
cover that ass with kisses, but it was like I had no volition 
of my own to do anything other than get right to the heart 
of the matter. I ran my tongue, thick and wet, across it, and 
he arched his ass up to meet me and hissed in pleasure. 


He tasted like a new penny. 


I began to kiss his hole, to lick it more, curling my 
tongue into a spear that could open him up. He offered no 
resistance and relaxed easily under my ministrations. Soon 
I found myself deep inside him, the clean wet satin of his 
most private depth mine to explore and take as I willed. I 
loved rimming. You really couldn’t get closer to a man than 
eating his ass. 


And while it was something Jeannie might never 
understand, you couldn’t feel much closer to a man than 
when you were making love to his most secret place. 
Jeannie would also say it was weird that I might claim to be 
making love to Dino. But in that moment, I was. 


I can’t remember when I last rimmed a man like I did 
then. I found I couldn’t stop. I could have done it for hours 


and not tired of it, would have, did for well over thirty 
minutes without any exertion, and only stopped when he 
begged me to. Begged me to fuck him instead. 


He reached back. I felt something alien touch my 
shoulder, and pulling back slightly, saw it was a condom. I 
don’t know when he got it, or where. I didn’t care. I took it, 
tore it open with my teeth, rolled it down my throbbing, 
aching cock, and climbed onto the mountain that was my 
lover for the night. 


Dino took his hands, spread his buttocks further open 
and begged me again to take him. 


I didn’t even ask for lube. There was no need. He was 
so ready, so wet from my saliva, I knew he could take me. 


I nudged the head of my cock across his opening, 
teased us both, teased until it was almost painful, and then 
slowly pushed my way in. 


He was like a furnace inside. I took his hips in my 
hands and slowly ground my own, driving myself deeper 
and deeper until I could go no further. 


“God!” he cried and I answered in turn and then began 
a rhythm as old as time. 


Ready as he was for me, he was still so tight. 


We groaned and called upon God once again, called 
many times as we took the pleasure he had given us to 
take. For once I was thankful for the condom. Its hated 
plastic sheathing was the only thing keeping me from 
blasting immediately. It let me ride Dino forever. And I 
wanted it to last. When would something like this happen to 
me again? 

I thrust into him over and over, stunned by the sight of 
my cock disappearing, reappearing, and disappearing once 
more into his depths. Topping had not been so damned sexy 
since the first time I’d done it. And I’d wanted him to fuck 


me? Could it have been anything compared to the delight of 
fucking him? 

Oh, how I loved being gay! I could do both! I could 
fuck and be fucked. Could anything be better? Did straight 
men know anything close to these delights? I couldn’t 
imagine what it could be. 


I lifted my right leg, planting my weight on my foot, 
and found I could drive into Dino even harder, even deeper. 
He responded by rising up onto his hands and knees and 
shoving himself back to meet my every thrust. 


Through it all he was calling my name, calling it like a 
lover and not just some fuck he’d picked up only an hour 
before. I thrilled at the sound. He might not be my lover, 
but right then it felt like it. Really, really felt like it. It felt 
like love. Or a facsimile so close that for just awhile, I could 
lose myself in what I thought love felt like. 

“Tell me you like it,” he cried, and I answered him.... 

“Yes! Oh yes!” 

I took his buttocks in my hands, squeezed them tight, 
then let go so I could see his asshole take me, see the lips 
of it cling to my shaft, then squeezed his cheeks tight 
again. Drops of sweat fell onto his back, surprising me. I 
realized I was drenched in sweat. When was the last time I 
had sweated like this during sex? 


Had I ever? Like this? 


“I want to look at you,” he said, then repeated it 
louder. “I want to see your face when you cum!” 


And so, with a brief sense of loss that was almost 
painful, I withdrew from him long enough so he could flip 
over on his back, his huge thigh swinging over my head, 
and when he was laid out again before me, he took his legs 
into his hands and pulled his knees up and out, offering 
himself once more. 


yy 


I didn’t hesitate. I drove into him hard. Rammed into 
him. 

His hard cock bobbed and waved over his perfect abs 
as I fucked him, and then he took it and began to jack 
himself to match my thrusts. 


It didn’t take him long. Only moments and then he was 
cumming. Huge jets that shot out over his chest and abs 
and belly, and the sight was more than I could take. “Gonna 
cum!” I shouted and even as he came he begged me to take 
off my condom and cum on him. 

Oh, why not! 

I pulled out, snapped the damned thing off me, 
scooped up some of his ejaculate, and fisted it down my 
shaft. Just like that I came. It almost hurt I came so hard. I 
drenched what little dry skin he had left with my seed. 
Spots filled my vision and before I knew it, I collapsed on 
his body, still in the midst of my orgasm. 

I think I might have blacked out because the next thing 
I knew, I was lying across his beautiful body and he was 
stroking those big hands gently up and down my back. “My 
God, that was hot,” he said. 

I lifted my head and looked into his eyes. 

“The way you came!” he said. 

I shrugged. I always came like that. I might not be a 
godling like Dino, or Abercrombie and Fitch material like 
Lionel’s friends, but I came like a champ. Not bad for a 
hundred and forty-one years old. 

“I should get off you,” I managed. 

“No,” he said. “Go to sleep. I can take it. You’re not too 
heavy.” 

Not too heavy. 

I wasn’t too heavy. 

And for Dino, I wasn’t too fat. 


With a happy smile, I did as he bid and came very close 
to falling asleep. 


After a while, I slid off of Dino and cuddled into the 
mass of him. He sighed, opened those gorgeous eyes of his, 
and smiled. Then, effortlessly, he shifted us about so that he 
was spooned up behind me. He pulled me close with one of 
his giant, solid, muscular arms. I could feel the heaviness of 
his cock against my ass and wondered if he was planning 
on fucking me. Hell, it was okay with me. It’s what Id 
really been wanting all along. 


But he made no move to indicate that’s what he 
wanted, even when I pushed back a bit and flexed my 
cheeks in offering. 


“You’re beautiful,” he said. 

“What?” I replied, surprised. Dino might as well have 
called me a four-leaf clover or a Reuben sandwich for all 
the sense it made to me. 

“Real.” 

“Real?” I asked, confused. 


“Like those,” he replied, and the huge arm he’d had 
around me lifted, his fingers pointing. 


It took me a minute to guess what he meant. He was 
pointing to a vase with three large sunflowers sticking out 
of it. He was comparing me to sunflowers? 


“Most people like roses,” he said, “but they’re so... not 
real. Too... perfect maybe.” 


I felt him shrug and then he dropped the arm back 
around me. 


“But sunflowers are big and bright and even though 
they aren’t ‘perfect’ they hold their heads up high to the 
sun. The first time I saw you, sunflowers are what I thought 
of.” He pulled me tight, and I couldn’t help but smile. 


I CREPT back to my room around two in the morning. Snuck 
out of Dino’s room while he quietly snored. I’d woken next 
to that huge, gorgeous man, looked down at his sleeping 
face, his eyes moving as he dreamed (What are you 
dreaming about? I wondered) and then I very abruptly 
wanted out of there. 


I don’t know how to explain it, but I wanted away from 
that man. Wanted away before something happened that 
pointed out what a fantasy it all was. How it wasn’t real. 
How it was just one more one-night stand. How I was not 
going to wake up for the rest of my life beside Dino. And it 
was Starting to look like there might never be a rest-of-my- 
life with any man. 

Leave it to me to turn a night of hotness into 
melodrama. 

So I pulled on my pants, pulled my tank top over my 
head, but as I started toward the door, his voice stopped 
me. 

“Take a flower,” he said quietly. 

I turned to face him. 

“To remember me.” He smiled. 

“Like I could forget you,” I replied quietly. But I did as 
he bid, chose one big sunflower, and then quietly left, 
carrying my shoes, not even taking the time to put them on. 

I looked up and down the hall, somehow expecting to 
see Mouse-Woman still at the threshold of her room. Of 
course I didn’t. 

Once I was in my room, I went straight to the 
bathroom, brushed my teeth, and then did the un-Connie 
Willis thing again. I stared at myself in the mirror. “Why 
you?” I asked myself. 

You’re real, Dino had said. You’re you. 


Wow. 


I finished brushing my teeth quickly, hung my clothes 
on the back of the door, boggled at the dried mess on my 
chest and belly, and found I didn’t want to wash it off yet. I 
felt my face heat up. It had been some of the hottest sex I’d 
ever had and I wanted some proof, even if for just a few 
hours, that it had happened. Happened to me. That Dino 
had chosen me over Phillip. I sighed and changed into my 
baggy pajamas. At home I slept in the nude, but that wasn’t 
happening with Jeannie as a roommate. 


And then I saw the sunflower where I’d placed it by the 
sink. Smiled. 


There was an empty water bottle in the trash, and I 
took it, filled it, and added the big flower. 


When I came out of the bathroom, Jeannie’s bedside 
lamp was on and she was sitting up, her glasses on, chin 
resting on her upraised knee. “Well?” she said, then looked 
at the flower in my hand. 


“Well what?” I returned, maybe just a little too harshly, 
and put my flower on the bedside table. I wasn’t ready to 
share, especially if she was going to tease me. 


For a moment there was no emotion on her face at all, 
just a slight shifting of her eyes. The kind I associated with 
two things: that movement under the lids when someone is 
dreaming (like Dino’s had), and Jeannie when she is 
deciding what to say next. Her computer brain had kicked 
in, and it was one of those rare moments when she was 
thinking before she leapt. It’s weird when you really know a 
person—and how well I knew her, though I’d spent less 
physical time with her in ten years than I had with my 
roommate of under a year. 


“Tell me it was nice,” she finally said. 


“It was,” I replied. I plopped down on the bed, looked 
up at the ceiling. “Very nice. Hot. Really hot. But more than 


that. He’s a nice guy. He’s sweet.” 


Jeannie got out of bed, opened the little refrigerator 
the hotel had provided, and took a long swallow from a 
bottled water. “You want something?” 


“A new life,” I answered. 


She turned, looked at me. “You sure? I think you’ve got 
a pretty nice one right now.” 


“I’m so lonely, Jeannie.” I took a deep breath and let it 
out in a long sigh. “I want nights like tonight to last forever. 
Instead they don’t even last the night.” 


“Did he make you leave?” she asked. 
“No,” I replied. “I just left.” 


She came and sat on the corner of my bed. “Why on 
Earth did you do that?” 


“Because it wouldn’t work out. It was something for a 
few hours. A few really great hours....” I grinned despite 
myself and what I was feeling. “But waking up with him? 
Breakfast? It would just be pretending it was something 
more than it was.” My smile melted away. “Sometimes a 
one-night stand leaves me feeling more lonely than I felt 
before.” 


“You don’t regret tonight, do you?” she asked. 


“Hell, no. I would have kicked myself forever for 
passing up on that. Better to regret what I’ve done—” 


“—over what you haven’t,” Jeannie finished for me. She 
shook her head. “I love you, Jude. You know that, right?” 


I looked into her eyes, framed by those big black 
glasses. “Yes.” And I loved her so much. A lot of people 
didn’t get Jeannie. Some people thought she was just a 
bitch. But they didn’t have moments like this. “Love you 
too.” 


“Jude....” She reached out and ruffled my hair. “We are 
on a working vacation. This is work by day, fantasy by 


night. What goes on here stays here. You just had sex with 
a man that most people could never even dream about 
having. Leave it to you to turn a night of hotness into 
melodrama.” 

I nearly gasped. Once more she had echoed my earlier 
thoughts with her words. Did she live in my head? I 
propped myself up on my elbows. “I do that, don’t I?” 

Jeannie got her what-can-I-say expression on her face, 
but didn’t say anything else. 

“Why can’t you be a man?” I asked. 

Jeannie threw her hands up. “Who the fuck knows?” 

“We’d make a great pair,” I said. 

“You know,” Jeannie replied, “I don’t think I would 
want to be a man. Even a gay one.” 

“Really?” I asked. I would never want to be anything 
but a man. A gay one. 

“It’s the balls,” she said and stood up. She took her 
hand and pretended to weigh something in them that she 
didn’t have. “All hanging down there, loose and hairy.” She 
shook her head with great exaggeration. “Nope. No way. 
Sometimes I don’t even know if I like penises.” 

I did gasp that time. Not that I hadn’t heard women 
say things like that before—and never understood it. For 
me cock was proof that God must exist. But to hear Jeannie 
say it? It was almost too much. 

“I mean, they can be downright funny-looking, don’t 
you think?” 

“No!” I cried. Funny-looking? Hadn’t I tried to 
memorize the beauty of Dino’s cock just a few hours ago? 

“Some are even ugly,” she said. “You can’t tell me 
you’ve never seen an ugly dick.” 

“Well....” I paused. Sure. I guess. Geoff’s was certainly 
disconcerting. 


“No need to take it personally!” Jeannie turned and 
placed her water back in the little refrigerator, then went 
back to her bed. “I like how a woman’s parts are all nicely 
tucked in. No fuss, no muss. I don’t catch it in my zipper. I 
don’t get embarrassed when I get turned on. I don’t have to 
worry about performance. No. I’ll take my little coochie any 
day.” 

I burst into laughter. She joined me. 

“We would make a good team.” 


“We make a good team now,” she said. “If we were a 
couple of queens living under one roof, we might kill each 
other. Different sexual organs and distance make the heart 
grow fonder.” 


With that she turned off the light. “Goodnight John- 
Boy,” she said. 


“Goodnight Mama,” I replied. 


And then, strangely, as I faded off to sleep, it was 
Tommy who came to my mind’s eye. God, I hoped I saw him 
again. Would he be mad? What would he think? 


Go to sleep! I ordered myself. 
No more melodrama. 
At least not tonight. 


CHAPTER 6 


THE next day the books kept selling. It was thrilling to say 
the least. Customers, mostly women, would be shopping 
along, do a sudden double take at our posters, and then get 
either offended or approach us in amazement. Funny that 
material sold at media and science fiction conventions for 
so many years fans had become blasé about it could turn 
around and make such an impact at Romantic Voyages. 


Jeannie and I wore our Hawaiian shirts to go along 
with the weekend’s theme, and sold, sold, sold books. 


Jeannie had also predicted something else. 


Me going to the meet and greet had generated some 
attention for our table. Me going to it, as well as me leaving 
said meet and greet with a gorgeous cover model and there 
being little doubt as to why we were leaving. 


Why, our very first customer had opened things by 
saying, ever so gently, “Did you have a nice time last 
night?” while looking at our books and avoiding looking at 
me in the face. 


At first I didn’t know what to say. I looked over at 
Jeannie, who raised her brows and nodded her head 
enthusiastically. Oh hell. “I sure did,” I said. “I sure did!” 


The customer’s face went pink and then she asked 
which books were mine. Jeannie showed her, and sure 
enough, she bought Just Guys as well as one of Jeannie’s. 
Of course we autographed them. 


“Told you so,” Jeannie said. 


I looked for Dino, but strangely didn’t see him. The 
other two models were there, getting their pictures taken 
over and over by the skinny little dykie-looking 
photographer. Jill, I think her name was. But no Dino. 


And no Tommy either. 


“I guess Tommy’s not coming,” I said to Jeannie after a 
few hours. 


“He said he would,” Jeannie said and began playing 
with her glasses. 


“When?” 

“After you and Dino left in such a hurry.” 

“You talked to Tommy last night?” I asked in a rush. 
Holy shit. 

“Sure,” she said. “Quite a bit, in fact. I think I am 
changing my mind about him. He’s sweet. I like him.” 


“And you didn’t mention this to me when I got back to 
the room?” I was incredulous. 


“Oh, like that was the time!” Jeannie’s eyes narrowed 
and she placed one hand on her hip. “Oh, now that you’ve 
gotten back from your night of debauchery, and now that 
you’re depressed for some friggin’ reason, you wanted me 
to say ‘Oh, by the way, let me tell you about my 
conversation with Tommy’?” 

“Dammit it, Jeannie!” I threw myself down on one of 
our two chairs. I couldn’t believe it. Was she just fooling 
with me? “What did you talk about?” 

“Oh, strings and sealing wax and other fancy stuff,” 
she replied, and placed her glasses back on her face. 

“Jeannie!” I barked, exasperated. 

Jeannie shook her head. “What the hell do you care 
for? You had Dino. Who by the way is not a drag queen. 
Isn’t that what’s important?” 


“Jeannie, please.” I slumped onto the table. 


“He said he didn’t blame you one bit. That Dino was 
‘nuclear’, if I remember right. That there was this leather 
guy here in town he’d lusted after for years and who he 
would’ve given a testicle to have sex with.” 


“Oh,” I said. He didn’t blame me one bit, I thought, and 
then wondered why Tommy’s opinion mattered. It hadn’t 
been twenty-four hours since we met. 


That’s when the commotion started. Or at least when I 
noticed. 


Someone ran up to one of our customers and 
whispered something to her. Her face grew pale. “Oh my 
God,” she said, and gave me a funny look. 


“What?” I asked. 

“You don’t know?” she replied snidely. 
“No,” I said. “What?” 

“The cover model. The big blond?” 


Suddenly I felt funny. Like a goose had walked over my 
grave. “Dino?” 


“Is that his name?” The woman shook her head once. 
“What happened to him?” 
“He’s dead,” the woman said coldly. 


I stood up so fast my chair almost fell over backward. 
“Dead?” I cried. 


“He was stabbed to death.” 


I fell back into my chair, barely catching it and 
avoiding the floor. 


“Well, butter my butt and call me a biscuit,” Jeannie 
said. 


I couldn’t have said it better myself. 


I was in shock. I can say that. Hell, I couldn’t rise out of my 
seat. 


Dead? Stabbed to death? 

It wasn’t possible! 

Why, I’d just been with him. I could still imagine his 
warmth, the feel of his skin, the taste and smell of him. 
How could Dino be dead? 

“What did you do?” Jeanne asked. 

I turned. “What do you mean, what did I do?” 

“Didn’t I tell you not to stab your tricks?” she asked 


“Jeannie! That’s not funny!” 
“No wonder you were so down last night.” 
“Jeannie, please! Not funny.” 


She nodded. “No. I guess not. I was just afraid you 
were going to pass out there. It was that or slap you.” 


Slapping may have been better. “You don’t think I did 
it, do you?” 

“No, of course not. You wouldn’t set a trap when you 
had mice in your apartment. You had to get Lionel to do it 
for you. And when you heard that snap late one night....” 


I remembered. My blood had run cold. I swear I can 
still hear that mouse scream. Who knows if it really did, or 
if that was just my imagination? “I had to get Lionel to 
empty the trap,” I said and gave a little shudder. I was just 
so horrified when I saw its little body nearly folded in half, 
that trickle of blood from its mouth, that.... 


“You’re going to faint again,” Jeannie warned. 
Dead? 


How could Dino be dead? It was too much to believe. 
Too much to imagine, and I could imagine quite a lot. Asa 
matter of fact, I had to think about kittens and puppies to 


prevent myself from conjuring up images to go with the 
words our customer had so clearly announced. 


Stabbed to death. 


When? God! I’d left his room around two in the 
morning. When had it happened? Dino. Dino dead? 


I saw that sunflower in my head, and I was on the 
verge of tears. 


And then I thought of that customer. All our customers 
from the morning. 


How many people had seen me go off with Dino? Didn’t 
that make me some kind of prime suspect? I gasped. I 
suddenly felt like throwing up. Dino was dead. Sweet, 
warm Dino was dead. “Jeannie, a man I made love with last 
night—” 

“That you fucked last night,” Jeannie corrected. 


“—is dead! What am I gonna do?” I looked at Jeannie. I 
felt shell-shocked. Maybe it was a dream? “They’re gonna 
think I did it. Everyone saw....” 

“Yeah, the two of you sure didn’t leave anything to the 
imagination. I think everyone knew what you two were 
running off for. And it wasn’t to play pinochle.” 

“Jeannie! They’re going to come and arrest me! I'll be 
a prime suspect. Should I run?” 

“Oh yeah,” she said shaking her head. “That'll help. 
You want to look any more guilty than running off?” 

“They’ll think I did it. I’ll go to jail. Pll become the wife 
of Big Bubba.” 

“At least you won’t have to be celibate,” she offered. 

“Not funny! So not funny!” What did I do? I wanted to 
throw up again. I kept seeing Dino sleeping peacefully on 
that bed. Then my imagination would kick in and I’d see 
worse. Who would kill Dino? It made no sense. 


Wait. Phillip. Yes! It was that fuck Phillip. He was mad 
that I got to bed Dino and he didn’t. He got revenge and he 
was pinning it on me. 

That’s when I saw the first of the police. They were 
standing not ten feet away and this woman, this fucking 
bitch, was pointing at me. Bimbo! Skank! Ho! 

Then they were heading for me. Straight for me. I 
almost bolted. I swear to God I did. But all those scenes 
from the cop shows from TV filled my mind and I knew I 
wouldn’t get far. Not at a hundred and forty-one and 
weighing in at twenty tons! I began to shake. I wanted to 
cry. 

The cop was a big man. Not attractive either. 

He reached the table and stood over me like Zeus 
preparing to throw his thunderbolts. “Excuse me, sir. Do 
you mind if I ask you a few questions?” 

“It was Phillip! He did it!” 

The cop’s brows furrowed together. “Excuse me?” 

Jeannie gave me a hard kick to the ankles. “Ouch!” I 
cried. 

“Sir. Are you all right?” 

His voice was like Zeus’s thunderbolts and suddenly, 
somehow, it was the slap I needed. I took a deep breath. 
Shuddered. “I... I.... Yes. I’m all right.” A drip of sweat 
made its way down my ribs. God. What must I look like? 

“Sir, I was wondering if I might ask you a few 
questions.” 

Jeannie stood. “Why him?” 

The police officer gave her a studious look. “Who are 
you, ma’am?” 

“Tm Jeannie Fienberg. I work with Jude.” 

The man’s eyes narrowed. He looked at me, then the 
poster for Desert Storm. A look of disgust flashed across his 


face and then vanished so fast I wasn’t sure if I’d actually 
seen it. “Jude Parks?” he asked. “You the man that wrote 
that book there? Dessert Storm?” 


“It’s desert,” Jeannie said, barely covering her own 
disgust. “Dessert has two s’s,” she explained as if to a child. 
“You know how to tell the difference? Dessert has two s’s 
and it’s the one you want more of. Desert has one s and it’s 
the one you don’t want to be in.” 

The cop narrowed his eyes even more. “Thanks for the 
English lesson, ma’am.” Except the last word sounded more 
like “bitch.” 

“Jeannie, please!” This was not the time for the tiger to 
come out in Jeannie. She wasn’t helping, she was making 
things worse. I turned to the police officer. “Yes, sir. I’m 
Jude Parks.” 

The man nodded solemnly. “Then, Mr. Parks. I was 
wondering if I might ask you a few questions.” 


“About what?” I asked. As if I didn’t know. 

“About the attack on Mr. Dino Milosavljevic.” 

Dino Milio-saw-ve-what-ah-jack? I wondered. His last 
name was what? I didn’t know if I could even say that word 
out loud. 

“W-what about him? He was attacked?” 


The cop nodded once. “If I may, I would like to ask 
about your connection with the man.” 

I gulped. Nodded. “I... okay,” I said. 

“Jude. You don’t have to answer anything.” Jeannie 
warned. 

“N-no, Jeannie. I want to help.” Didn’t I? Was I lying? 
What I wanted to do was get the fuck out of Dodge. 

“It seems a lot of people saw you with Mr. 
Milosavljevic,” the policeman said, and I wondered at how 


he could pronounce the word. He somehow didn’t seem like 
an Einstein. 

I took a deep breath. And then nodded slowly. “Y-yes,” I 
said. Why deny it? It would only make things worse. And 
they couldn’t get much worse. 

“You left the ballroom event last night with Mr. 
Milosavljevic. May I ask why?” 

Oh, he couldn’t be serious. 

“Why do you think?” Jeannie spat. “To play 
hopscotch?” She laughed. “Twister was more like it.” 

“Jeannie, please.” 

The cop looked at Jeannie again. “Ms. Feingold, 
please.” 

Her mouth turned into a scowl and I jumped in quickly. 
“Feinberg,” I corrected. How could he get Milosavljevic 
right and not Feinberg? 

He nodded. “Ms. Feinberg. I’m just am trying to place 
Mr. Milosavljevic’s whereabouts last night and speak with 
anyone who could corroborate that information.” 

“We went to his room,” I said suddenly and found my 
heart pounding in my chest. Could he hear it? 

“For what purpose?” he asked. 

I swallowed hard. Took a huge breath. Sighed. “To 
have sex,” I said. 

“Jude.” Jeannie cautioned once again. “You don’t have 
to answer.” 

But then I was remembering Jeannie’s earlier words. 
When she asked me what happened to my gay pride. My 
anger when I felt she was implying I was some big old 
queen. 


And that’s a bad thing? she’d asked. And then, Gay is 
bad? 


No! Gay wasn’t bad. And what had happened between 
me and Dino the night before had been amazing. “I went to 
Dino’s room last night to have sex. And it was great sex,” I 
said. 


The cop flinched. Straightened his shoulders. “Then I 
need to ask you if you will come downtown with me,” he 
said. “We’re going to need to talk with you.” 


I looked at Jeannie, who could only shrug. 
This is bad. This is really, really bad. 
And of course that’s when Tommy showed up. 


“WuHat’s going on?” Tommy asked, eyes wide, hands 
dancing around him. He was wearing a purple and lavender 
Hawaiian shirt, a purple grass skirt, and a good dozen leis, 
color coordinated of course. “I just heard that Dino 
Milosavljevic is dead.” 


Good grief! Did everyone know Dino’s last name? 
Could everyone pronounce it? I couldn’t, and I was getting 
pronunciation lessons left and right. I couldn’t and I’d 
fucked the man. 


“You should hear the stories,” Tommy continued. 
“They’re wild! That some serial killer cut him up. That 
someone broke in and killed both him and someone he was 
having sex with. That....” We locked eyes and then his went 
even wider. “Jude?” 

“Th-th-they think I did it, Tommy,” I stammered. I 
began to shake, and I was suddenly sure I would start to 
cry any moment. 

Tommy stood up straight, his shoulders went stiff; it 
was like he’d been called to attention. “Sweetie, we know 
you didn’t do it. It will be okay.” 


“How do you know?” I barked. 


“Because I have faith in you, sweetie.” 
“You do?” 

“Of course. Now you need to calm down.” 
“Yeah, baby,” said Jeannie. 


“Calm down,” I echoed and then my teeth started to 
chatter. 


The cop just stood there not saying a word. But he 
didn’t need to. I could see it on his face. He thought I did it. 
He really did. But Tommy? 


Tommy swept around the table like Angela Lansbury in 
Mame. He knelt next to me and put an arm around me. He 
opened his mouth, and for one second, I thought I actually 
heard him burst into the song “We Need A Little 
Christmas.” But no. It was comfort he was giving. “It will 
be okay. We’ll get you cleared in a jiffy.” He looked up at the 
glowering policeman. “Right, officer...?” 


“Townsend. And if he’s innocent there won’t be a 
problem. He’ll be back here by this afternoon.” 


Townsend didn’t look like a font of hope. In fact he 
looked like he believed I’d be hanging from a local tree if 
he had anything to do with it. Looking into his wide face, 
the pockmarks across his cheeks, the hairline that was 
receding worse than mine, and those dark, damning eyes, it 
was all I could do not to throw up. 


In that moment it was hard not to hate him. 
“You ready, Mr. Parks?” 


My mouth went dry and I fought back the urge to cry. 
That’s all I needed to do in front of this man. I tried to 
stand, but I wasn’t sure my legs would support me. 


Tommy helped me up and then said, “Maybe you 
should call a lawyer first?” 

I looked at Jeannie and was surprised to see panic 
riding just below the surface. Jeannie? About to panic? “I... 


Pll call Gail. The New Visions lawyers are local. I don’t 
know if they’re the right kind but—” 


“She’s in Stockholm,” I blurted. 


“Yes, yes. Of course. I’ll call Rachael. She’ll know what 
to do.” 


I felt a sudden rush of relief. Yes. Rachael. She always 
knew what to do. 


“You go along and I'll call her right now.” Jeannie 
whipped out her cellphone, started to use it, then came to 
me and hugged me fiercely. “Tommy’s right. Everything will 
be fine. We know you didn’t kill Dino. You won’t kill a 
spider.” 

“That’s because I’m afraid of them.” 

We all froze then. And next we burst into crazy, insane- 
sounding laughter. 

As I went with the policeman, Officer Townsend, I 
started a mantra in my head. 

Rachael will make everything okay... Rachael will 
make everything okay... Rachael will make everything 
okay... 

If I said it enough, I just might convince myself it was 
true. 


CHAPTER 7 


I DON’T mind saying that I was afraid. I knew I didn’t do it. 
Hurting Dino was not on my “to-do” list last night. 


But Officer Townsend knew different. He had no doubt. 
And when a man that big and intimidating and with that 
much presence thinks you’re guilty, it’s hard not to believe 
him. Even when you know he’s wrong. 


The room they took me to looked a lot like the ones on 
TV. Narrow, not too big, a table in the middle, a chair on 
either side, and a big mirror—which I could only assume 
was two-way glass—on one wall. I broke out into a new 
sweat the instant I stood on the threshold. 


My writer’s eye took in a lot. The fact that one chair 
was bigger than the other—I assume to give the 
interviewer (Interrogator? Was I being interrogated?) a 
psychological advantage. Knowing this did little to help me 
though. Just his pure size and unattractiveness gave him a 
major psychological advantage. Imagine the actor Michael 
Ironside, star of such films as Scanners and X-Men: First 
Class—scary. 


They say there’s someone for everyone, but who would 
marry that frightening man? The Medusa? I looked for a 
wedding ring and wasn’t surprised when I didn’t find one. 
If he ever had a wife, I am sure he sent her running for the 
hills ages ago. That might sound really mean and make me 
sound like an asshole, but dammit, it’s true. 


He started by asking me questions that took me off 
guard. Yeah, sure I understood they needed my name and 
where I lived, but why would he want to know where I was 
born (North Carolina) or my race (wasn’t he capable of 
seeing me)? 

Why my educational background? 

“Tm a college grad,” I told him. “Northeastern Illinois 
University, Chicago—English major, art minor—as Stephen 
King once said, ‘the original dipso duo’.” 

I thought that might make him laugh but all he did was 
ask me for my present and past occupations. 

“Well, right now I work at a... men’s clothing shop part 
time....” 

“Would that be Big John’s?” he asked. 

I gave a nod and blushed and hated myself for it. 

“What is Big John’s? They sell weight training stuff?” 

“Underwear,” I confessed, blushing all the more. The 
look on his face! Dammit. As far as he was concerned, I was 
telling him that I had something to be ashamed of. I didn’t. 
“Mostly I work for New Visions Press now. We’re growing. 
Gail wants me to move to Lawrence. I’m a writer and editor 
and I review submissions.” 

“Review submissions?” He asked what that meant. 

“We get at least two submissions a day. Someone has 
to read all that, help the publisher and our editor in chief to 
see if it is worth their time.” 

“And that’s that gay porn stuff?” 

“Not porn,” I said, indignant. “Not porn. Romance.” 

“So there’s no sex?” he wondered. 

“Sure there is. Sometimes. But why is it porn if it’s two 
men and a love scene if it’s a man and woman?” 

He nodded, held up his hand, and apologized. “You’re 
right,” he said. “I didn’t mean to offend you. Some of my 


best friends are gay. Nice guys.” 

Yeah, sure. 

“I work with a gay person.” 

Sure he did. Just like Ryan O’Neal and John Hurt in 
Partners. 


He wanted to know my skills, my hobbies, how I spent 
my leisure time. Why the hell did he need to know that? 
What did that have to do with Dino? I felt my stomach flip 
as an image of his beautiful body, all bloody, surfaced in my 
mind. The curse of a writer. Our cinematic imagination. 

I asked him. I asked him why. I asked him what it had 
to do with Dino. 

He smiled, or tried the best he could. It somehow made 
me flash back on the shark’s smile in Finding Nemo. 
Creepy. “I just need to be familiar with you, the 
interviewee.” 


“So I’m an ‘interviewee’,” I = said. “Not an 
‘interrogatee’?” 

“Do you want some coffee?” Detective Townsend 
asked. He’d made sure I knew he was a detective. “I could 
use some coffee.” 

“Sure,” I said. 

He stood, walked to the door, opened it, and bellowed 
out a demand for two coffees. Then he nodded at me and 
asked if I needed cream or sugar. 

Creamer would be good, I informed him. And 
sweetener. Splenda if he had it. He did. 

Then he asked me those questions again. 

“Tm a writer,” I advised him. “I’m pretty decent at it. I 
hope to be able to give up the part-time job this year. I do 
art as well. No Michelangelo. I’m not Degas. But good 
enough that I’ve even done some covers for New Visions. 
I’m lucky enough to have turned my hobbies into my job, 
and then still enjoy them.” So part of me was warning me 


to shut up. Or offer less information. But whenever I’m 
really scared or nervous, I turn into Miss Chatty. I don’t 
seem to be able to help it. 

Then he asked me about my leisure time. 

“Same as anybody else. Movies. Reading. Dancing with 
my friends. Cocktails. Some TV.” 

He gave me that grin again. “Yeah? You like football?” 

“Isn’t that the game with the brown ball with the 
pointy ends?” It was my standard answer to that question. 

His attempt at a friendly face faltered for a moment, 
and I would have laughed if I wasn’t so scared. 

“Survivor?” he asked. “I like that. Or Dirty Jobs with 
that Mike guy....” 

“Smash,” I replied. “That’s my favorite. I near died 
waiting for it to come back.” 

“Smash? What’s that? Some kind of boxing thing?” 

That time I did laugh. “It’s about the creation of a 
Broadway show. Kinda like the adult version of Glee!” 

Townsend blinked. “I don’t know that one,” he replied. 

No shit, Sherlock. 

“Also I volunteer at the LGBT Youth Center,” I suddenly 
added. See how he likes that. 

“The what?” 

“The Lesbian, Gay, Bi, Transgendered Youth Center,” I 
clarified—slowly. 

“Youth? Kids?” he asked. 

I nodded. 

“Kids ?” 

“Mostly teenagers.” 

The look on his face. It was like he didn’t know 


whether to vomit or pull his gun. What was going on in that 
fucker’s head? 


“It’s a place for them to go. After school. To talk. To get 
counseling....” 

“Counseling on what? How to be gay?” His eyes were 
wide. 

“Doesn’t Kansas City have a LGBT Youth Center?” I 
cried in exasperation. “We don’t counsel them to be gay. 
They’re gay already. Some are runaways. Some are kicked 
out by their parents when they find out. We find a place for 
them to stay. Foster homes. Jobs.” 

The look on his face made me feel like a bug that 
needed to be squashed. “You ever had any problems with 
the law before?” he asked abruptly. “A record?” 

“I got arrested for having sex at a bird sanctuary 
once,” I said. Why not admit it? After all, he knew. He had 
to. Surely he’d pulled my police record by now. He would 
have had that pulled up first thing, right? 

“Sex at a bird sanctuary?” he said in a tone that 
sounded as if someone had goosed him. 

“Well, it was in my car, actually. I was too afraid to do 
it out where anyone might stumble on us. Plus, we used to 
go there when I was younger. My family. It felt weird. So 
me and this dude did it in my backseat. And I got arrested. 
Well, we both did.” 

“Sex at a bird sanctuary?” he parroted. 

“Yes,” I replied. “It was amazing. One of the first times 
I ever did it with a man. I was eighteen. He was older. Way 
older. At least it seemed like it at the time. Who knows? He 
was probably younger than I am now, but when you’re 
eighteen, five years older can seem ancient, you know?” 

What are you doing? Shut up! Have you gone insane? 

“It wasn’t easy because it was a Mustang II,” I said, 
continuing on my diatribe. “A 1976. I loved that car. It was 
white and red underneath. It caught on fire. I was at a stop 
light and this smoke started pouring out from under the 


hood and when I opened it, this fire just started roaring out 
and....” 
“You're lucky you didn’t burn up,” Townsend said. 


“When it was on fire or when I was having sex in it?” I 
don’t know where all this was coming from. I couldn’t help 
it. I was so nervous, so scared, so angry at the way he 
looked at me when I talked about my volunteer work. I was 
proud about what I did at the LGBT Youth Center. Once 
more I thought I was going to throw up. 

“I wonder where that damned coffee is?” he mumbled 
and lumbered to his feet. I could see that the buttons on his 
uniform shirt were straining a bit, but not for the same 
reason Dino’s clothes had strained. This man was a heart 
attack waiting to happen. He opened the door and 
bellowed, “Where’s my fucking coffees?” 


IF I was wigging out before, Officer... ah, Detective 
Townsend’s growing weirdness was making things worse. 
Had he asked for those coffees even five minutes before? I 
was getting more scared by the moment. 


“Look,” he said. “Mind if I record this?” 


Record. Record? I didn’t like the sound of that at all. 
“Maybe I should have a lawyer? Shouldn’t you be reading 
me my rights or something?” 


“You haven’t been arrested,” Townsend replied. “You 
can call one if you really think you need to. But how long is 
that going to take? Do you have a lawyer?” 


I shook my head. Of course not. Why would I have a 
lawyer? Except for the one I had to hire when I was caught 
in the park—and hadn’t that been a juiced-up mess?—I’d 
never needed a lawyer and that was a thousand years ago. 
Jeannie said she would call Rachael— 


Yes, yes. Of course. I'll call Rachael. She'll know what 
to do. 

—and I had to believe that Rachael would help. That 
she’d call one of the New Vision lawyers and they would 
help me and.... 

“Mr. Parks,” Townsend was saying. “I am just trying to 
understand what happened and what your involvement in 
all this is. I can see you’re nervous—” 

“Well, yes!” I cried. 

“Why, Mr. Parks? What do you have to be so nervous 
about?” 

“What the hell do you think? I’m the last person 
anyone saw with Dino—” 

“That would be Mr. Milosavljevic?” 

“T guess. I didn’t know his last name.” 

One of Townsend’s creepy eyebrows arched. “You 
didn’t know his last name? You left with him for what 
witnesses say was probably an... intimate encounter, and 
you didn’t know his last name?” 


I swallowed hard. “No. I didn’t. Are you telling me 
you’ve never had a one-night stand?” I asked. 


Townsend eyes darted to the left and right several 
time. He licked his lips. “Maybe when I was in college.” 


“And you knew their first and last name?” I said. “You 
never tricked around?” 


“You mean with a prostitute?” 

I rolled my eyes. “No. I don’t mean with a prostitute. 
Never mind. He was hot. Dino... Milo-savy—” 

“Milosavljevic,” Townsend said as calmly as if the word 
was “daisy” or “toaster.” 

How come this redneck could say it and I couldn’t? 
“He came on to me and I went with him. Simple as that.” 


Townsend gave me a look of disbelief. “Mr. 
Milosavljevic came on to you? You sure it wasn’t the other 
way around? Did you offer Mr. Milosavljevic money?” 


“No!” I near shouted. “I did not offer him money.” 


“Because it is common for people in Mr. Milosavljevic’s 
profession to make extra money selling themselves. I 
understand he was some kind of model. Did his modeling 
include pornography? Was he posing naked in certain types 
of magazines?” 


I shook my head. What an asshole. “Not that I know 
of.” How did he think I knew such a thing? Did he think 
there was a gay network? Did he think I knew every actor 
that did porn? Did he think I was so desperate that I had to 
hire someone to get laid? 


“So you are telling me that Mr. Milosavljevic, big-time 
model, solicited you for a sexual encounter?” 


Suddenly I felt even shittier than I had before. Even a 
straight man could see that I wasn’t all that and a bucket of 
chicken? Was I even older than a hundred and forty-one? 
Even fatter than twenty tons? “Yes. Dino got me a drink 
and then he asked me to go to his room. And you’re right. It 
isn’t often that someone that gorgeous wants to have sex 
with me—” 


Townsend flinched. 


“—and so I sure wasn’t going to miss the opportunity 
to tap me some of that. I learned a long time ago that I 
would rather regret something I have done rather than 
something I haven’t....” 


“And is there anything you regret?” 


“Not much,” I said, heart pounding and a drop of sweat 
rolling down my ribs. “I used to. But not anymore. Not 
often.” I felt something stirring inside me. Pride? Yes. “I 
take my chances,” I said, suddenly hearing the voice of 
Mary Chapin Carpenter in my head—after all, I am a big 


old music queen and I do wish life were a musical. “I take 
my chances every chance I get.” 


“And what chance did you take last night, Mr. Parks?” 


“I took the chance that I was going to get to have sex 
with a god like Dino. I don’t get many chances like that. 
Look at me?” I took my hands and motioned to Jude Parks, 
the whole package. Ran my hand over my high forehead. 
Poked my muffin top. “Dino seemed to want me and I didn’t 
know why. He could have had Phillip Brandt, a much better- 
looking package—” 


“Phillip Brandt?” 


“—but for some goddamn reason it was me he wanted 
and I went for it. How often do you get an opportunity like 
that?” I paused. I could see that sunflower in my mind 
again and I knew I was either about to smile or cry. 


“Who is Phillip Brandt?” 


I groaned, visions of sunflowers gone. Who is Phillip 
Brandt? Besides a conceited gorgeous hack who thinks he’s 
better than everyone else? “He’s an author. Good-looking. 
Really full of himself. But I guess if I were him I would be 
too. Everyone wants him. He walked right up to me and 
Dino last night—right in the middle of Dino cruising me— 
and I figured, well shit, there goes that. But no, Dino 
wanted me. It was all I could do not to laugh in Phillip’s 
face, the pretentious queen. I bet he was pissed too.” 

Right then I remembered my little panic attack when 
the detective came up to me at the New Visions table. Out 
of nowhere I’d spat, “It was Phillip! He did it!” 

Could he have? Was that just fear speaking or anger or 
jealousy or me being a vicious old queer or... 

Could it have been him? Could it have been Phillip? 


I FROZE. Bit the insides of my cheeks. 

My God! 

Mr. Perfect Phillip Brandt couldn’t have been happy 
that Dino chose me over him. He knew he was the best- 
looking man on Earth and that no gay man could resist him. 
Hell. How many times had he regaled me with the stories of 
the straight men that had droolingly followed him to his 
bed? 

Detective Townsend was going through a little spiral 
notebook, wetting his big fingertips with his tongue and 
flipping pages up and over. “You said the name Phillip 
before, haven’t you? Back at that book thing.” 


Book thing? He was calling Romantic Voyages a “book 
thing”? 

He stopped at a page. “You said something like ‘It was 
Phillip who did it.’ Is that who you meant? Phillip Brandt? 
Why did you say that? What makes you say he killed Mr. 
Milosavljevic?” 

I opened my mouth to answer and then—well then the 
words just wouldn’t come out. Did I really think Phillip 
killed Dino? Really? Was I grasping at straws? Trying to 
save myself? Did I really want the police knocking his door 
down and hauling him in here? 


I am ashamed to admit that for one brief second the 
idea was sort of appealing. 


But did I really want to put him through this? Hell. 
Phillip could no more hurt anyone than I could. At least 
physically. I shook my head. Sighed. “I don’t know,” I 
replied. “I don’t know shit.” 


Townsend sighed as well. Took a deep breath. “Mr. 
Parks. Did you know more physical crimes, more assaults, 
happen between people that know each other? Even love 
each other. Husbands and wives? Boyfriends and 
girlfriends?” 


“Boyfriends and boyfriends?” I asked sarcastically. 


Townsend shrugged and pretty much kept a straight 
face. Good for him. “Well, ah, yes.” 


“Dino was not my boyfriend. He was a trick. And 
before you ask,” I said, holding up a hand, “the word ‘trick’ 
isn’t just a prostitute thing. It also means a gay man’s one- 
night stand.” 

His mouth went into a straight, hard line. Trying not to 
show his disgust again? 

“Iam not a guy who gets to trick with men like Dino. 
I’m not a troll, but hell, I guess I’m getting there.” I sighed. 
Felt a little crack form somewhere inside me. 

“A troll?” 


“You know, those old gross men who go to the bars and 
gape and stare at men half their age. Hell, even younger.” 

Townsend gave a hands up, an I-don’t-know-what- 
you’re-talking-about gesture. 

“Straight men do the same damn thing,” I said. “I don’t 
know what term young women use for them, but it’s the 
same. Older men, probably married, hitting on women that 
could be their daughters. We’re really not all that different, 
you know.” 


He gave me a hard stare. “Me and you?” 


I laughed. “Gay men and straight men. Rats. Always 
looking for a hole to crawl in. You just like pussy, and I like 


He held up a hand, a look of horror on his face. “I get 
it.” 

“I was not going to kick myself for the rest of my life 
by missing out on something like that.” 

“Don’t want to have any regrets, right? Isn’t that how 
you put it?” 

I nodded. “Yes.” 


“I guess if someone gorgeous came on to me, I’d do the 
same thing,” he said in a quiet, lazy voice. And then quickly 
added, “Except with a woman.” 


“Of course,” I said. 
“Angelina Jolie maybe.” 


“While you were doing her, I’d do Brad Pitt,” I 
suggested. “Divide and conquer.” 


“And do you regret stabbing Mr. Milosavljevic over ten 
times?” Totally out of the blue. The shock of it was so 
sudden, I gasped. 


“Ten times?” I cried, standing and sending my chair to 
the floor. “Ten times? Oh my God!” And right then it hit. 
The tears. It was too much. The fear and confusion and 
disorientation and, and... the horror of it all. Someone had 
stabbed a man that I had been close to, sexually if no other 
way. A man that had been so warm and amazing and 
responsive and sexy was... dead. Someone had stabbed him 
that many times? 


I went to sit, not knowing the chair had fallen back, 
and wound up on the floor. Hard. And yes, I cried. 


Townsend stood up and came around to my side of the 
table, squatted, and reached out a hand and rested it on my 
shoulder. “Mr. Milo... I mean, Mr. Parks. It’s going to be all 
right. We just need to get this behind us. Everything will be 
better when it’s all out in the open.” 


“T just can’t believe he’s dead,” I managed when I’d 
scooped in a lungful of air. Then I was sobbing all the more. 
It was just terrible. Too terrible! 

“I know you didn’t mean to hurt him that badly,” he 
said soothingly. 

Wait. Hurt him? I didn’t hurt him at all. “No!” 


“I am sure there must be some reason you did what 
you did. Something that makes sense. Here, let me help 


you up....” 


Reason. Reason! He really did think I did it. Of course 
he did. 


Despite the desire to do anything in the world but 
touch him, I let him help me to my feet and then sat down 
as he righted my chair. 

“Look,” he said in his new pacifying voice. “Things 
happen. I understand. Big guy like that taking you to his 
room, you’re all—” He gulped and continued. “—ah, 
excited. And then he spurns you. Tells you to get out, right? 
And you’re just so mad that—” 


The door flew open with a bang and we both jumped as 
if we were shot. “Enough!” bellowed the woman who'd so 
unexpectedly come striding into the room. “Enough, 
Townsend. Are you even stupider than I thought you were?” 


Her surprise entrance was enough to stop my tears. 
She stopped, turned around, and walked back to the open 
door. “Coopersmith,” she said, calmly but with an air of 
command, “can you tell me what happened to those 
coffees?” 


There was some response I couldn’t hear, and then she 
said, “Thank you. I owe you.” 


She was a tall woman, strong-looking but not broad, 
with short dark hair and deep, dark eyes. She was wearing 
a brown tank top. “I’m Detective Brookhart,” she said. 


It’s a good thing she gave me her name or I would 
have dubbed her Brown-Woman otherwise. 


She walked up to me, gave me a good tough 
handshake. “Detective Daphne Brookhart.” 


I know it is a terrible thing to say, but I immediately 
wondered if she was a lesbian. Not that short hair and no 
makeup automatically meant “lesbian.” But I believe it was 
the poet James Whitcomb Riley who is credited with saying: 


“When I see a bird that walks like a duck and swims like a 
duck and quacks like a duck, I call that bird a duck.” I have 
no idea how Brookhart swam, but she looked and walked 
like a duck—ah, a dyke—I meant (shit!) a lesbian. 


So in my experience, I was willing to bet “lesbian.” 
Would this give me the sympathy card or make her even 
tougher on me? Hard to tell. Was this going to be bad cop, 
good cop or worse, bad cop, worse cop? 


There was a knock on the door. “Get that, hey, 
Townsend?” 


Townsend grunted and did as she bid. Brookhart took 
his seat the second he vacated it. When Townsend opened 
the door, we all saw a young man standing there with two 
paper cups of what I imagined was coffee. Townsend 
grunted and took them. 

“Thanks,” Brookhart called out. 

Townsend brought the coffees and before he could 
even think about drinking one of them, Brookhart took 
them both, handed me the lighter one, and sipped from the 
other. “Good,” she decreed. “Not cold.” 

I took a sip of mine. Not very good at all, but I was 
spoiled when it came to coffee and at least it was hot. 

“Let’s see what we can do to getting you back to your 
book fair or convention or whatever.” 

It was better than “book thing.” 

“Hey,” said Townsend. “What are you talking about, 
getting him out? He’s our prime suspect!” 

Brookhart rolled her eyes. “Please. Can’t you see this 
pillow biter couldn’t hurt a flea?” 

Pillow biter? “Hey!” I said. “Dino was the one that bit 
the pillow!” 

Brookhart’s brows shot up. “Oh?” She gave me a 
lecherous smile. “I’m impressed.” 


Townsend, on the other hand, looked green. 


“Look,” she said turning to the “bad cop” and pointing 
to the door. “Give us some room, why don’t you?” 


Townsend glared at her. They played eye wars for what 
seemed forever—but in retrospect I guess was probably 
only seconds—and then he spun on his heel and stalked 
out. 


Then she turned to me. “I hate that fucker.” 


I gulped. “I hope you don’t have to work with him all 
that much.” 


“He’s my partner,” she said. “He don’t like queers. 
Imagine how much he likes working with me.” 


Bingo! 
“And the first thing you need to know about Dino Milo- 
what’s-it, is that he isn’t dead.” 


It was perhaps one of the biggest surprises of my life. 
Cliché as it sounds, I could have been knocked over by a 
feather. I know this whole nightmare had only ridden on my 
back an hour or two—who knows how long exactly, as time 
had turned into some kind of fog. But to think I had been 
accused of murder, to think that some man I’d made love to 
(yes, made love to; I don’t care if it was a one-night stand) 
was dead and then to find out he was alive.... 


I truly did almost pass out. Spots before my eyes and 
everything. The world graying out. 

“Whoa!” said Brookhart, who was suddenly at my side. 
“You okay there?” 

I looked into her big brown eyes. “He’s really not 
dead?” 


“Nope,” she said. “That fucker Townsend just let you 
think....” 


I didn’t hear the rest. I was crying again. I had never 
felt such relief. Had no idea I could feel such relief. It was 
even more powerful than a day long ago when I found out I 
didn’t have HIV and I most assuredly should have. First, 
because I’d been fucking around with a guy for months 
whose status I’d never bothered to ask, who turned out to 
be poz. Second, but to be real, I hadn’t really practiced safe 
sex 100 percent in my whole life. Up to that point, that is. I 
learned my lesson. For the past ten years now I’ve been 
religious about condoms (my only religion), as much as I 
loathe them. They really are like wearing a raincoat in the 
shower. It’s hard to feel anything when using them. 


New lesson? 


Well, it certainly wasn’t to start stabbing people. I 
hadn’t been able to cut open a frog in high school, and boy 
had that gone over like an adult-toy party at a nunnery. I 
was the only boy in class who wouldn't do it. 


The sobs came on harder. I couldn’t stop them. It was 
so many things. Relief, of course. To find out I wasn’t going 
to spend the rest of my life in prison. And what would that 
have been like? I could picture myself lying over Vern 
Schillinger’s lap—that terrifying guy from Oz—as he 
tattooed a swastika on my ass. 

But it was a lot more than that. It was knowing Dino 
was alive. Alive. Thank God, thank God, thank God, he was 
alive! 

Still alive. Still warm. Still with us. 

“I-I, look, ah, you’re going to be okay...,” came 
Brookhart’s voice. 

I looked at her through blurry eyes. “He’s really....” I 
hiccupped. “He’s really okay?” 


She gave me a smile that while, not full of warmth, was 
a lot more real than Townsend’s. “I would not say ‘okay’. 
He’s alive. Intensive care, but alive.” 


“And he got st—(hiccup!)—stabbed ten times?” I 
thought of his beautiful body. That flawless skin. 


“T can’t really confirm that—” 

“Well, Detective Tow—(hic!)—Townsend already 
said....” 

“And he’s full of shit,” she sneered. 

I almost laughed and hey, I could! If not laugh, I could 
almost laugh. 


“He’s really alive...,” I said in a whisper. Hiccupped. 
And took an offered tissue and wiped my face and blew my 
nose. 


Brookhart laid a hand on my back, gave it a 
perfunctory pat, and then let out a long, long breath. “Yes. 
He’s alive. And he was stabbed. And if there is anything you 
can do to help us figure out what happened....” 


I nodded. Wiped away more tears. “Is he going to 
live?” 

“There is no telling right now. That’s a big man. 
Healthy too. I’m no doctor, but I hear he’s got a chance.” 

“Thank God,” I said. 

“When did you leave his room?” 

“About two,” I said. “Snuck out.” 

“Why? Why not spend the night?” she asked. 


“So in case he regretted it, I wouldn’t have to see it on 
his face. That... that oh-my-God-I-slept-with-you? look. He 
so outclasses me.” 


“How does he outclass you?” 


I blew my nose again and hiccupped once more as 
well. “He is so gorgeous....” 


“You're not ugly,” she said. “You’re nice-looking.” 


I gave her a long look, hoping for a Mr. Spock who-do- 
you-think-you’re-kidding. 


“Look, just because I don’t eat beef don’t mean I can’t 
appreciate a good-looking steer,” she said, and with that I 
burst into laughter. 


It was a weird laughter to be sure, but it was laughter. 

“I left his room at about two,” I repeated. 

“And did you see anyone?” 

I shook my head. Tried to remember something, but 
couldn't. 

“What?” she asked. 

“Nothing,” I said, shaking my head again. 

“And this Mr. Brandt?” 

“Phillip?” I laughed some more. Not as loudly, but yes, 
it was laughter. “Nah. That was just panic speaking. He 
couldn’t do it.” 

“And you know that for sure?” 

I stopped. Considered it. Looked into her eyes. And 
finally shrugged. 

“I don’t think he could....” I considered it again. Could 
Phillip Brandt really do something like that? Get so mad 
that he was rejected that he would take revenge? And if so, 
why Dino? Why not me? 

And who would I get to watch my back? 


CHAPTER 8 


I was at the police station another half hour, maybe more, 
and then they let me go. Detective Brookhart actually gave 
me a ride back to the hotel. As I climbed out of the car, she 
stopped me. “You aren’t planning on going anywhere for a 
few days?” she asked. 


It gave me a slight chill. “I wasn’t going to fly out until 
Monday.” 


She nodded once. “We might need you to stay longer,” 
she said. 


My throat almost closed up, but I willed a calm over 
myself. “Okay.” 


Then she was gone, and I went back into the hotel. 

Into a crazy I couldn’t believe. 

The minute I walked into the room, there were people 
staring at me. At least it felt that way. 

When I passed the booth where the cover models 
were, there was no doubt. They stared. One pointed at me. 
Meant for me to see it. Like he was posing for a cover. And 
the look on his face sent a chill down my spine. 

I scuttled away as fast as I could. 

The New Visions table looked like a cyclone hit. 

“What happened?” I asked. To my surprise I saw 
Tommy was behind the table. 

“We’ve been selling like hot cakes,” Jeannie exclaimed. 
“We've sold completely out of your novels. Everyone wants 


a novel written by the cold-blooded killer Jude Parks.” 
“Jeannie!” I gasped. “I am not a—” 


“These girls have never been in the middle of such a 
hotspot before. Well... at least the ones who don’t live in a 
trailer park.” 


“We know you’re not a killer,” said Tommy. “But hell’s 
bells, if it sells books....” 


“And not just yours either,” Jeannie said. “Once you ran 
out, they decided to get anything they could from us. New 
Visions, the publisher with a killer.” 


“Like the other books are selling through osmosis or 
something,” Tommy said and then giggled. He clamped a 
hand over his mouth. “Shit, Jude, I’m sorry. It’s not funny. 
But the books are selling like you wouldn’t believe.” 


Suddenly, I wasn’t so pleased to see Tommy. I didn’t 
like the comments. I didn’t like the fact he was behind the 
table instead of in front of it. I didn’t like how he and 
Jeannie seemed to be working like a well-oiled machine 
right before my very eyes. Like best friends. Jeannie was 
my best friend. 


“Yup,” Tommy was saying to someone. A really big 
woman. I mean huge. “That one is written by Phillip 
Brandt. The spurned one. Personally, I think he was the one 
that did it!” 

“You do?” she said with a wide-eyed gasp. 


“Yup! You should have seen how mad he was when 
Dino went for Jude here instead of him.” 


My God! What was Tommy doing? First by saying 
things out loud he really had no business saying. What 
would the police think? And then there was the fact he was 
pushing Phillip’s books! 

“And he’s around here somewhere,” Tommy was saying 
to the woman. “Look around. You can’t miss him. Hot as a 


firecracker. He hasn’t fled the country yet. I bet he would 
autograph it for you.” 

“TIl take it,” said the woman. 

Jeannie’s phone rang. She glanced at it, and then 
flipped it open with the speed, assurance, and experience 
of Captain Kirk with his communicator. “Stan! Thank God!” 

Stan. Gail’s husband. Gail. The publisher of New 
Visions. 

“Yes. We need every book we can get ahold of....” 

Tommy, noticing that Jeannie was busy, began to total 
up the customer’s purchase. He even ran the credit card. 
He knew how to run our credit card machine. 

A moment later the woman was gone and Jeannie was 
off the phone, all but laughing. 

“Did you see her?” Tommy asked us. “She reminds me 
of a friend I used to have a few years ago. Her name was 
Poppy, but we called her Emmerson. As in, ’em are some 
big titties!” 

Jeannie squealed and slapped her thigh. 

“Hello!” I shouted. “I’m here! Me! Jude! I am back.” 

“Oh honey,” said Jeannie. “Of course you are.” She 
came around the table and gave me a fierce hug and a pat 
on the back. “Is baby all right now?” 

“Tam not a baby!” I yelled. 

“Whoa! Okay. Not a baby. But are you okay? They let 
you go?” 

“Yes.” 

“I hear Dino’s alive,” said Tommy, coming around, 
apparently to give me a hug as well. 

“How did you know?” For some reason, I was actually 
pissed at Tommy. Why was he here? Why was he behind the 


table? Why was he selling books for us? “How do you know 
about Dino? I just found out.” 


“I’m a queen,” Tommy reminded me—as if I needed 
reminding. “And I have friends. And since about 90 percent 
of all nurses are gay, I just called a few and got the skinny. 
He hasn’t woken up, but my friend Gee thinks he’s going to 
be okay. I guess most of the wounds weren’t all that deep.” 


I began to tremble and I didn’t know why. 


“Looks like you need to sit down,” Tommy said, and 
taking me by the hand, led me to my side of the table. My 
side. 


“Oh my God!” came a shout. “Look! It’s him! That’s 
Jude Parks!” 


And then the locusts descended. 


I was already worn out. And when that crowd came at me, a 
lot of them waving books, I was totally yanked through the 
knothole in no time (as my granny used to say). Had we 
even brought that many books of mine? What had Jeannie 
said? Twenty each? Surely I was signing more than that? I 
only had four novels so far, none of which had been stellar 
performers. Not bad mind you. Just not Phillip Brandt. 


Boy, could I start up on him again. The man wrote at 
least four novels a year, and he worked full time. In a gym. I 
could barf. 


“If you want to be in good shape, you have to make 
time to work out,” he’d told me on more than one occasion. 
How hard was it to work out when you worked in a gym? 
Even if he had moved to mostly management these days? At 
least that was the last I’d heard. 


And his books! We’re talking 1960s Harlequin 
romances. 


I knew I wrote better than he did. I knew I could write 
circles around him. But he was our best seller. When he 
chose to write for us. The traitor. 


Yet at that moment, the crowd growing around me, I 
would have thought I was the best seller that Phillip was. 
There had to be more than eighty books being thrust in my 
face. Had to be! Ah, I saw, Tommy was preparing the books, 
getting them open to the right page and handing them to 
me. Even the anthologies. I’d written quite a few stories for 
the anthologies before I’d gained the courage to tackle a 
novel. And there were also the anthologies I’d edited. 

“No,” said a cute guy. “Can you actually sign the page 
with your story on it?” 

“Ah, sure,” I said, and thumbed through the book. 
Lease on Life. I loved that story. I’d gotten a lot of attention 
with that one. 

“I hope you live life to the fullest,” I wrote and signed 
my name. “Did you want me to personalize it?” 

“Hell, no!” he answered. “I’m selling this on eBay!” 

EBay? The ass was selling it on eBay? Good God! He 
was trying to make money off of what had just happened 
with... 

“Could you sign my book in red?” asked the next 
woman. 

Red? I felt a chill and then my skin started buzzing. 
Red. As in blood. I couldn’t believe it. 

“Of course he can,” answered Tommy, and a red pen 
magically appeared in his hand. “Or you could have it in 
this color. It’s more brownish. You know. Like dried bl—” 

“Tommy!” I whirled on him. “That’s disgusting!” 


At least Tommy had the good grace to look abashed. “I 
know... but ‘disgusting’ sells books.” 


“He’s right, honey!” Jeannie slapped me on the back. 
“And we are in the business of selling books.” 


“Yeah, I want the brown one!” the customer cried and 
then shuddered. She looked like she’d had an orgasm. “So 
did you really kill him?” Her eyes were wide and she was 
practically drooling. 


“No!” I shouted in horror. “And he’s alive.” 


“Really?” Her eyes were even wider. She turned to a 
friend. “I wonder if we could find out what hospital he’s 
in?” 

“I better get this on eBay right away,” said the guy 
who’d bought my anthology and turned tail and dashed 
away. 

“I don’t know if I can do this,” I said, beginning to 
shake. 


“Sure you can,” Jeannie said as she rang up more 
books. 


“The show must go on,” Tommy added, and then burst 
into song. “There’s no business like show business!” 

“Besides, I’ve already spoken to Stan.” Stan was Gail’s 
husband. “I told him to pack everything we’ve got of yours, 
and more besides. Shit! Now why haven’t I written a book 
with you?” 

“You said my love scenes were too graphic.” 

“T said that? Really. That’ll be $17.41,” she said turning 
back to a customer. “I gave you a discount since they’re 
making us charge tax.” 

“Really,” I shot back. “Said you couldn’t imagine Jim 
rimming Blair’s butt.” 

“Ah! Maybe I did say that.” Her mouth turned into a 
line of disgust. “Blah! I mean for God’s sake, Jude. There’s 


a reason why it’s a bad thing when someone says their 
mouth tastes like ass.” 


“Dirty ass maybe,” I said. 

“But clean ass,” Tommy cut in, “is like a fine wine.” 

I smiled and gave Tommy a knowing wink. For just one 
second I wondered what being rimmed by Tommy might be 
like and felt a tremble of pleasure. No! Not going there. I 
wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to have sex again as long as I 
lived. 

“Now sign this book,” Tommy said. “Any chance you’d 
dip your thumb in this red inkpad I found?” 

I looked at Tommy aghast. “That’s sick.” 

“It’s wrong,” Tommy agreed. “Deeply, sinfully wrong. 
Now stick your thumb right here....” 

I couldn’t believe it. 

“No. No, Tommy. I can’t do that.” 

“Sure you can. It’s easy. You just take your thumb like 
this—” He held his own out like he was hitchhiking. “—then 
roll it across the pad.” 

“No!” I cried. “I won’t.” 

“Hey, girl,” said Jeannie. “Calm down.” 

“T will not calm down. What is wrong with you two?” I 
turned to the crowd. “What’s wrong with all of you?” 

A few people gasped and one or two stepped back. 

“A man was stabbed last night. He almost died. And 
you want a souvenir?” 

“Ixnay on the ellingyay,” Tommy said through a 
clenched smile. 

“Tommy. No. Enough.” I turned to Jeannie. “I’ve just 
had several of the worst days in my life, all in one morning. 
I can’t handle any more. I was accused of murder by this 
numbnuts detective who didn’t bother to tell me that Dino 


isn’t even dead. Dino, who I screwed by the way and didn’t 
even bother to ask his last name—” 


“Ooooo!” said the crowd. 


“Really? I thought it would have been the other way 
around,” said one woman with blue, spiked hair. 


Tommy said nothing. But his eyes were dancing. 
“You're a top,” he said with a barely perceptible growl. 

“—and when I found out what his name is, I couldn’t 
even, can’t even, pronounce it.” 


“It’s Milosavljevic,” Tommy said. “Me-low-sahv—” 


“Then I find out Dino is alive,” I said, cutting him off, 
“from a big ol’ lesbian who is nice enough to give me a ride 
back here and what do I find? You two selling books like 
nothing in the world had happened.” 


“Well of course something happened,” Jeannie said, 
throwing her hands high. “About a hundred people saw 
Dino the gaybarian drag you off like a damsel in distress, 
and the next thing anybody knows, Conan is dead! Now 
that’s hot news!” 


“Jeannie! Did you even call Rachael to see if she could 
get me a lawyer?” 

“Of course I did. I’m not a total asshole. She’s working 
on it. Did you think I was going to throw you to the 
wolves?” 


“Well, I wondered. It would have been nice to find you 
waiting for me when I got out of there.” 


“I was there in spirit,” she said. And then, as if I had 
vanished, “Yes, ma’am. He’s got a story in there all right.” 
Another customer and once again I felt invisible. Like I 
wasn’t even there. 

At least until the Dino thing happened. Now I was a 
celebrity. I was Chicago’s own killer-diller, that scintillating 
sinner, Jude “Roxy” Parks. 


“It’s a superhero story,” Jeannie was saying. 


“Oh,” said the woman, clearly disappointed. “Maybe 
my son would like it....” 


“Not unless he’s gay, sister. The hero in that story has 
some of the hottest sex Jude’s ever written. 


The woman grinned. “Well, in that case, Il take it.” 


“Jeannie. Hello,” I said. “Person here.” My heart had 
started racing. My stomach felt like churned crap. 


“I know. I know. And I loves ya darlin’. I do. But I’m 
trying to help these people.” 

“What about me! I get back here after the shittiest day 
of my life and all you two care about is book sales.” God. Is 
it really hot in here? 

“Hey, I hugged you,” said Jeannie, bagging up the 
woman’s purchase and turning to me. 

“I tried to,” Tommy said. 


Suddenly the world tilted, and then it tilted the other 
way, as if I were on a ship at sea. Hey, why not? Romantic 
Voyages. And wasn’t the theme “A Sea of Romance”? 


“Hey!” shouted someone, I had no idea who. 
Everything went gray and I was going down. 


I would have if I hadn’t been caught and settled into a 
chair. 


“Someone get him some water.” Again, I didn’t know 
who said it, and when I looked up, who should be magically 
standing behind me but good old Phillip Brandt? Hell’s 
bells, what could go worse? 


A minute later a glass was being pressed up against 
my lips and I greedily sipped, then gulped the nice ice-cold 
water. Then Tommy was dabbing a cold cloth he’d found 
somewhere against my forehead and cheeks. God. Was it a 
scarf? I looked into his eyes to make a silly comment and 


then.... His eyes. Damn, they were brown. They were all I 
could focus on for a minute. 


“Did I faint?” I asked. 


“Almost, champ,” said Phillip, squeezing my shoulder 
and ruining the moment. “Maybe you should go up to the 
room for a bit.” 


Tommy stood and the crowd moaned its 
disappointment. 


“It’s okay,” Tommy said in a voice reserved for a circus 
announcer. “It’s only Friday. Jude will be here all weekend. 
Not only that but we have more books coming!” 


Books. More books. Once more it was books. I very 
abruptly wanted to be away from all this and I didn’t know 
why. I loved books. Loved writing them. I wanted to be a 
big best seller. But not like this. 


I wanted away and suddenly I didn’t want to be around 
Tommy. He was reaching out to put that colorful cloth 
against my forehead again—it was a ladies’ scarf!—and I 
yanked away from him. That hit me with a new wave of 
dizziness and almost sent me to the floor. Despite that, I 
stood up. The world swam, but not as badly. 

“Whoa! You okay?” I looked and, shit-on-a-stick, it was 
Phillip who’d put his strong, big manly arm around my 
shoulders. 

“Hey,” said the woman. “Aren’t you the other guy that 
could have done it?” 

“Done what?” Phillip asked, placing his hand across his 
heart. 

“I’m going to my room,” I declared, suddenly feeling 
guilty. “I need a nap.” 

“I think you need a cosmo,” Tommy said. “I brought 
more.” 


I shook my head. “I don’t need your damned cosmos,” I 
spat. “What are you doing here? Why are you at my table? I 
don’t know you! I don’t—” 


And then, graceful creature that I am, I fainted dead 
away. 


I DON’T know why I fainted. Maybe it was all the emotions 
I’d been riding and lack of food? I don’t know exactly how I 
got to my room. I didn’t get there on my own. Did Jeannie 
help me? Was it Tommy? Thoughts of Tommy made me feel 
like a total shit. Why had I yelled at him? 


I don’t know. 


Jealousy maybe? I was coming “home” from my 
nightmare at the police station, needing my big sister 
Jeannie, and there he was laughing and joking and selling 
books like he’d just moved on in to take my place. No. More 
like he’d been there for years. 


I hadn’t liked it. Stupid. Stupid, stupid, stupid. 
But on top of everything else? 


There was just something about Tommy. Not Tom. Not 
Thomas. Tommy. “Tommy” fit him. There was something 
about him that made me smile. Made my heart jump. But 
why? He wasn’t all that special with his short mop of 
organized chaos hair and his thin beard and those deep 
laugh lines radiating away from his (pretty) chocolate- 
brown eyes and that big smile that just made you want to 
smile too and.... God! What was wrong with me? 

Piss up a rope. 

I lay there, staring at the ceiling and wondering how 
long I’d been out. Surely they hadn’t carried me up here? I 
weighed twenty tons, after all. 


But then it hit me. No. Not carried, although it was just 
about that. And it wasn’t Tommy or Jeannie who’d gotten 
me up here. 

It was Phillip. Phillip-perfect-Brandt. 

I heard a slight snore and turned my head to see 
Phillip lying next to me. He was under the covers. He 
wasn’t wearing a shirt. Oh no, please God, I prayed. 

I lifted the cover and thankfully he had his underwear 
on. 

But good grief, what the hell was he doing in his 
underwear? 

That’s when I realized I wasn’t wearing a shirt either. 

Oh no. I could feel the sheets on my bare legs. That 
meant... 

No. No no no. 

I knew I wasn’t in my underwear. 

Because I didn’t wear any today. I don’t often, even 
though I work in an underwear store. 

I peeked. Yup. Naked as a jaybird. How the hell had 
this happened? I know, I know I couldn’t have had sex with 
Phillip. 

Not again. 

Because the first time had been pretty one-sided. Not 
that I hadn’t done anything like that before if the guy was 
hot enough. But why had I given Phillip the satisfaction that 
night in the hot tub? The oral and, of course, the ego 
satisfaction. Proving to him once more, at least in his mind, 
that he couldn’t be resisted. 

Because you’re a man, Jeannie would have said. And 
because men think with their penises. And is it true? Did I 
think with my cock? 

You have a penis, Jeannie had told me that day—God 
was it only yesterday? It seemed like a month ago. Men 
think with their penis. You might want to be romantic and 


faithful and la-te-dah-dah-dah, but then some hot man 
comes along, shakes his ass, you get horny, he starts 
flirting, and your romantic ideals are cast to the winds. 


God! Was it true? Was that why I was forty-one and had 
never once, not once, had a relationship that lasted longer 
than nine months? 


Was it really all about sex for me? Was I that shallow? 
It didn’t feel that way. I loved romance. It’s why I wrote it. 
Why, those characters came up out of my soul and told me 
their stories. Didn’t I hurt sometimes (as well as smile) 
when I saw two men walking hand in hand in public under 
the bright sun. I wanted that. I wanted love. That person I 
could trust and love as I did Jeannie, but more. To wake up 
with each morning, look at his sleeping face on the pillow 
next to mine.... 


But what had Jeannie said next? So let’s say you find 
Mr. Right. How are you going to break decades of sexually 
wanton habits with a snap of your fingers? The first time 
some stud flips a big cock out you’re going to say “No 
thank you, I’m married”? Sure you are! 

And Lord God, Phillip did have a great cock. What was 
I supposed to do? 


Speaking of Jeannie, I was going to have to do 
something about me waking up with Phillip in my bed. 
What the hell? 


Why couldn’t I remember what happened? 


“Well hello, sleepyhead,” came the scoundrel’s deep 
and goddamned sexy purr. “I was wondering when you 
would wake up.” 


I turned and looked up into those mischievous brown 
eyes. They were sparkling. That little grin. Cheshirelike, 
but not as big. He reached out a hand and laid it on my 
tummy, then moved it slowly upward, lightly twirling his 
fingers through my chest hair. 


Oh no. Gotta stop. Can’t do this. “Phillip—” 

“Phill. I wish you wouldn’t call me Phillip. I just like to 
be Phillip to the minions.” 

Minions! Minions? What an ego! 

“Phillip—” 

“Phill,” he corrected. 

“Phill, then. Just what are you doing?” 

“Making you feel good. I thought you could use it, 
sexy.” 

“Since when did you think I was sexy?” I asked, 
incredulous. 


“Tve always thought so. Especially that night in the hot 
tub. The way you pounced on me? Jesus! Do you know how 
few men can take me as deep as you did?” 


“I wasn’t sexy enough for you to do me back,” I 
accused him, fighting anger. 


“Then let me make that up to you now,” he said and 
slid his big hand down and filled it with my cock and balls. 
“I’d have done it earlier, but those drinks of your friend’s 
knocked you out so fast. I was hoping to relieve some of 
that tension.” 


Ah! It came back to me. Phillip helping me to my room 
and fixing me a cosmo. A big one. Too big. I suppose his 
goal was to remove any resistance on my part, but one 
drink had done me in. I’d gulped it down and just that fast, 
was out. 

Phillip began to do something magic to my nether 
regions. I moaned and Phillip’s tiny Cheshire grin turned 
into the full-blown version. 


“Phillip, stop,” I said with a whimper. 
“Phill,” he corrected again. 


“You need to st-ah-stop-p-p....” But then he was doing 
things with that hand, really nice things, and my traitorous 
dick was rising to his ministrations. Shit! Did I really think 
with my dick? 

Then I was saved by the bell, although in a most 
embarrassing way. 


The door opened, and there was Jeannie. 


“Well, fuck me running backward with my hair on fire! 
Didn’t you learn your lesson last night?” It was one of 
Jeannie’s crowlike squawks. Like fingernails on a 
blackboard. “I can’t believe even you can get it up after 
what you’ve been through.” 


“Nonsense,” Phillip said, but at least he let go of my 
growing appendage. “It’s the best time for it. He needs to 
feel alive again.” 


“If he needs to feel alive, I’ll lead him in some 
calisthenics,” she cried. “Now get out of here, Phillip.” 


Phillip rose from the bed and began to dress. He also 
didn’t tell her to call him “Phill.” 

“It’s not what it looks like, Jeannie,” I said, face 
blazing. 

“It’s exactly what it looks like,” she said, pointing at 
the tent my cock was making of the sheets. 

“No. The fair prince is right,” Phillip said, his chivalry 
surprising me. “One of those cosmo things knocked him out 
cold. I was just trying to wake him up in a way to soothe his 
most unfortunate day.” 

“Out, Phillip!” Jeannie commanded. Her tone brooked 
no interference. 


Phillip got out. 


Putting on my bravest face, I stared right at Jeannie. 
But once she fixed me with one of her mother gazes, I 
blushed all the harder and looked away. 


There was a knock on the door. Jeannie opened it. 
“What now, Phillip? Did you forget your pecker?” 


It wasn’t Phillip. 


“Housecleaning. I do your room now?” said the little 
Spanish woman in the hall. 


“Well, it’s about friggin’ time,” Jeannie said, hand on 
her hip in her classic pose. 


The woman entered cautiously and Jeannie came to the 
bed where I sat, feeling like I’d done something wrong. 
Jeannie could do that. Reduce me to a five-year-old in ten 
seconds flat. She was just opening her mouth to say 
something—something I knew I didn’t want to hear—when 
there was a loud scream in the hallway. 

“What the hell,” Jeannie said and rushed to the door. 
She flung it open and then froze. “OMG!” She turned to me. 
“Quick! Call the front desk! I think Phillip has been 
stabbed!” 


CHAPTER 9 


Goop news and bad news. 


The good news was that of course there was no way I 
could get blamed this time. The bad news—well, there was 
lots of bad news. 


Okay, bad news: Phillip had been stabbed. Right out 
there in the hall. 


Good news: The housekeeper had seen him leave my 
room in perfect condition. Then she was in the room. I had 
an alibi besides Jeannie, who could certainly be considered 
a sympathetic witness and in no way impartial. 


Bad news: Phillip was curled in a ball, crying and 
bleeding like, well, a stuck pig. 


Good news: He wasn’t dead. And the ambulance was 
there in a surprisingly short amount of time and the 
hospital was close. 


They couldn’t tell us anything of course. But Jeannie 
had been, as usual, in the thick of it and reported back that 
it looked like Phillip had only gotten it once. 


“I can’t tell for sure,” Jeannie said. “But I think 
whoever did it merely got him in the ass.” 


I almost laughed and clapped a hand over my mouth to 
make sure I didn’t. It was horrible that Phillip—no, Phill— 
had gotten stabbed. It wasn’t funny in the least. It was 
downright frightening. Did Romantic Voyages have some 
kind of serial killer in its midst? 


“Thank God Phillip was only stabbed the once,” I said 
aloud. “He certainly isn’t going to die from a poke in the 
butt. After all, it’s never killed him before.” 


That did bring a grin to my face, and I really did want 
to slap myself for it. It wasn’t funny. Except then Jeannie 
did start snickering. How could I stop myself after that? 


“Th-there’s some-something wrong with us,” I 
managed through the laughter. 


“We’re hor-hor-rible,” Jeannie agreed and covered her 
mouth. 

“La-la-laughing at Ph-ill-ip for getting stabbed!” I bit 
down on my fingers. 


“In the ass!” And then Jeannie was laughing so hard 
She fell on the bed. 


That set me off, and soon there were tears streaming 
down both our faces. God, were we inhuman? “I guess his 
smooth, perfect ass won’t be so perfect anymore,” I said 
and then my eyes went wide. This was going too far. We 
had to stop. 

“Gives the term ‘ripping a new asshole’ a whole new 
definition!” Jeannie said that then rolled off the bed, 
guffawing. 

We laughed until we cried. 

I mean that seriously. 

I don’t know which of us started first, but Jeannie got 
to her knees and I scooted to the edge of the bed and we 
were in each other’s arms and crying on each other’s 
shoulders. 

“I-I was SO, was so, so scared,” I sobbed. 

“It could have been you,” Jeannie got out through her 
tears. “I don’t know what I would have done if it had been 


you. 
“What if Dino dies?” 


“What if you had died?” 
“But I’m okay!” 
“But what if you’re next?” 


That stopped us. It was like God had pressed a mute 
button. Maybe the pause button as well, because we just 
froze, looking into each other’s eyes. 


“I guess you'll just have to protect me,” I whispered. 


Jeannie took off her glasses, wiped at her eyes and 
stood up. She flexed a bicep. “I guess I will,” she said and 
went for a box of tissues that lay on top of the TV. She 
wiped at her eyes, blew her nose, then handed me a fresh 
one. 


We stared at each other and then her eyes went 
mischievous again. 


“Karma,” she said. “Got him right in the ass.” 
And shame on us, we starting laughing again. 


WE cot back to the vendors’ room just minutes before Stan, 
Gail’s husband, showed up. Good thing, because he would 
have wondered what a total stranger, namely Tommy, was 
doing manning the table all by himself. 


Stan is such a pretty thing too. Thin like Gail, but not 
skinny. All bones and muscles and sexy as hell with his shirt 
off. My oh my, and every time I was around him he was 
always doing some kind of yard work, and I was fanning 
myself like a Southern Belle. Meaning I’d never seen him 
unless I was at the Southgate homestead and he was 
mowing the lawn or building a new building for storage or 
an office or some such thing for New Visions. This meant he 
was shirtless and all sweaty, glistening muscles. Gail got a 
kick out of my constant slack-jawed attention. Loved it in 
fact. This was the first time I’d seen him anyplace else. 


Stan’s hair was a constant mess, his jaw always 
accompanied by just the barest shadow of a beard—God I 
hate that (not!)—and he had these big brown puppy dog 
eyes that.... 


It suddenly occurred to me that I liked brown eyes. 


In my stories it was always blue eyes. But seeing Stan 
standing there in front of us with a dolly stacked nearly six 
feet high with boxes of books made me realize I liked 
brown eyes. Damn! I couldn’t deny it. Hadn’t I been looking 
at Tommy’s eyes a lot? And Lionel had gorgeous dark eyes. 
And.... 


No. Forget Phillip. Back to Stan. Gail is constantly 
having to tell me to keep my hands off. “Unless I can 
watch,” she says when he is around and we’ve all had a few 
glasses of wine. 


Like that will ever happen. Stan is a great guy. Totally 
cool and accepting of his wife’s hobby (read: “obsession”) 
turned career, turned very profitable career. But straighter 
than a surveyor’s tool. 

“Hey, Jude. Jeannie.” He eyed Tommy. 

“Well, hel-Jo, sailor!” Tommy said, and gave a little 
hula. 

“Stan,” I said. “This is Tommy. He’s been helping us 
through our little—” 

“Madness,” Jeannie finished for me. 

I turned to Tommy. “Tommy, this is Stan. Gail’s 
husband. Gail is the publisher of New Visions Press.” 

Tommy was still hula-ing in his lavender and purple 
and then came to a sudden stop. “Oh,” he said. He paused 
and I could see the wheels turning in his head. Then finally, 
unable to help it, the words were out of his mouth. “Wanna 
get lei-d?” And before Stan could even react, Tommy had 


pulled off one of his lavender leis, leaned way across the 
table, and slipped it over Stan’s head. 


Stan’s face went pink and he turned to us. “Who’s this 
guy? I’ve never heard of him.” 


“This guy’ has been a total doll,” said Jeannie. 
“Helping out when Hannibal Lecter here got arrested.” 


“I am not Hannibal Lecter, and I did not get arrested,” 
I said. 


“What is going on?” Stan asked and wiped his brow 
with his forearm. 


“Want a cosmo?” Tommy asked. 


“No. He does not want a cosmo,” I said, thinking of the 
trouble the last cocktail had gotten me into. “Not one from 
this batch anyway!” 


“No, a drink is the last thing I need right now,” Stan 
replied. 

“Let me help you with that,” said Tommy, hula-ing 
around the table, commandeering the dolly, and then 
pushing it around to our side of the table. Jeannie jumped 
in to help, but the minute I tried Stan reached out and 
tapped my shoulder. 


“Jude. What’s going on? You got everybody worried.” 
The look on his face and in those big brown eyes clearly 
showed he meant it. I could see the concern there. “You get 
yourself into some real deep trouble this time?” 


“Deep shit, is more like it,” Jeannie tossed over her 
shoulder. “And it’s his schwanzstucker that got him into 
trouble.” 

Tommy giggled. “Young Frankenstein!” he said 
gleefully. 

Jeannie spun around, a big shit-eating grin on her face. 
“He’s been very popular,” she paraphrased. 


I just groaned. 


Stan shook his head. “I feel like I’m always missing 
something when I hang around you guys. If you’re done 
with the dolly, Illl take it back to the car.” He came around 
and got it, and then pushing it away called out, “TIl be right 
back.” 


“T’ll be left front!” Tommy returned. 


It took me a second and then once more, Tommy had 
gotten me to laugh, even in the face of all that had 
happened. 


CHAPTER 10 


WE DECIDED to take dinner in shifts. First Stan and Jeannie, 
which made me nervous. Jeannie could be very serious 
when the situation warranted it, and she could also blow 
things out of proportion. Who knew what she was telling 
Stan? It could be something levelheaded and it could also 
be tales of my rampant schwanzstucker. 

That left me alone with Tommy, who still seemed to 
want to stick around. 

“I don’t understand why you’re here,” I said. “This is 
like your vacation, isn’t it? You’re off work. Wouldn’t you 
like to go around, do some shopping, see what’s going on?” 

“I checked the schedule,” he said. “There are a few 
things I would like to see. But most of the programming is 
on how to get published and stuff. I’m not a writer. At least 
not that kind. I am an artist!” He pronounced that last word 
“ar-tiste!” 

“You are?” 

“Come to my show and you'll see.” 

“You're not going to let up on that are you?” I asked. 

Tommy turned to me, tilted his head, then slowly 
turned it the other way. “You’re one of those old fags that 
hate drag queens, aren’t you?” 

It felt like a punch to the chest. I didn’t like the words 
he’d used. Not the old part. Not the fag part. And certainly 
not the implication that I hated anyone. Hell, I didn’t hate 
Phillip. 


“Oh, I can see it. I can see it all on your face. I can see 
the thoughts all tumbling around in there.” 


I sat up straight. “Oh, you can, huh?” I glanced around, 
and froze. Not ten feet away, one of the cover models was 
glaring at me. He was just standing there, shooting me eye- 
daggers. Had he been Medusa I would have turned to 
stone. 

Tommy must have seen the horror on my face because 
he looked over his shoulder. He turned back to me. “Don’t 
look at him,” Tommy said. “He’s an ass. Ignore him. You 
should be looking at me anyway. Look here. Look at Dixie.” 

“Dixie?” He’d said that before. “Who is Dixie?” 

“Why, I’m Dixie,” he said, turning on an exaggerated 
Southern accent. “That’s my drag name. Dixie—drum roll 
please—Wrecked. Get it?” 

I mulled it over a second. Put the two words together. 
Slapped a hand over my mouth. “Oh God,” I said. 

“Dixie Wrecked,” Tommy repeated. 

“That’s awful!” I said. 

“I love it. And it’s a lot better than some others I could 
have gone with. Tanya Hyde, for instance.” 

“Oh, that is bad.” 

“There’s worse. I almost went with Pattie O’Furniture, 
until my drag mother told me it was so tired.” 

“What’s a drag mother?” 

“She’s the one who helps you get your start. Teaches 
you the ropes. Mine just happens to be one of the best 
booger queens out there, Gena Talia.” 

I didn’t even have a chance to ask what booger meant. 
I was far too amused by her name. “That’s wrong. That’s 
just wrong,” I declared. 

“You think that’s bad. Wait ’til you get a load of the 
next name I came up with. You ready?” 


“Does it matter if I am or not?” 

Tommy shook his head. “Nope.” 

“T didn’t think so. What was it?” 

“Sebaceous Cystine Boilman!” 

“Oh, that’s truly disgusting,” I gasped. 

“There is far worse out there. But Mom explained that 
coming up with a drag name is an art. You have to come up 
with the one that is just right. I went through dozens 
looking for the one for me. Carlotta Tendant, Terra Dactyl, 
Anna Waywego...” 

I tried not to laugh, but hell, it was funny. 

“.,.Shanda Leer, Marsha Mellow, Amber Lert, Amanda 
Plawith...” 

I let out a squawk that reminded me of one of Jeannie’s 
laughs. I couldn’t help it. The images he was bringing up 
were just too silly. “No more!” I cried. The laughter was 
building. If I got started, I wouldn’t be able to stop. 

“..Endora Pluming, Towna Bethlehem, Rhoda 
Badcheck...” 

“Stop! Please!” 

“..Wilma Fingerdo...” 

“Will-my-finger-do?” I almost screamed. I was laughing 
so hard by then I nearly fell off my chair. “That is so wrong. 
You are going to hell!” 

“TIl save you a seat!” 

For a moment all we could do was sit there and laugh. 
I was holding my side, tears on my face. When I was finally 
able to talk, I had one question. “So what would my drag 
name be?” 

“Well, you can do it the easy way. Think of your first 
pet’s name and the first street you lived on.” 


I paused and thought about it a moment. First pet. 
Dog. I nodded. Then the first street? “Skipper Broadway,” I 
said. 


“Not bad,” Tommy said. 
“But not funny,” I complained. 


“And not very indicative of you. Let’s see. You’re a 
tramp....” 


“Hey!” I objected. 
“And uptight....” 
“Tam not.” 


“Oh please,” Tommy said. “You are so uptight that if I 
jammed a piece of coal up your ass you’d shit out a 
diamond!” 


I started to object, but once more Tommy’s descriptive 
dialog brought up an image that was just too funny. 


“How about Freda Lay?” 

I shook my head. 

“Olive Hisclothesoff?” 

“No! And I am nota tramp.” 


“But you can be a stick in the mud. How about A’Nell 
Retentive? That’s just about perfect!” he squealed. 


“Tam not anally retentive,” I decreed. 


“There’s always Dionda Cross. As in ‘Honey, get down 
off that cross, someone needs the wood!’” 


I frowned. Suddenly it wasn’t as funny. I mean it was. 
But did he really think I was that hung up? No pun 
intended. 


“D’Manda Refund?” 
I didn’t want to laugh, but that time I couldn’t help it. 
“Couldn’t we come up with something less mean?” 


Tommy shrugged. “Why do you care, Jude? It’s not like 
I’m ever going to get you in a dress anyway.” 
“That’s the truth,” I stated. 


“Of course, I’d have to get you out of those clothes 
first, wouldn’t I?” 


I almost missed that one. When I caught it, I felt my 
face heat up. Tommy was flirting again. Did he mean it? 
And just what was he wearing under his baggy outfit, his 
Hawaiian shirt and purple grass skirt? I suddenly realized 
he had nice legs. Really nice. Nicely toned with just enough 
hair to be masculine. But God. If I ripped that skirt off, 
would I find panties underneath? It was enough to make me 
shudder. 


When I finally had the guts to turn to him, hoping my 
normal color had at least partially returned, Tommy was on 
his feet helping a customer. 

“Very romantic,” he was saying to a woman who 
reminded me of a Yorkshire Terrier. Not only because she 
was tiny, but her hairstyle emulated the small breed’s 
perfectly. “Be prepared to go through a box of tissue, 
though!” 

“But does it have a happy ending?” the woman was 
asking. 

“Oh very!” he said. 

“Then I'll take it,” she said with a big sweet smile. 

I had to be impressed with Tommy’s salesmanship. And 
from what he was saying, it was clear he really had read at 
least some of New Vision’s books. 


“You know, the author of these books,” Tommy said, 
and in a Vanna White move, motioned first to my section of 
books and then to me, “is sitting right here.” 

Her eyes went wider than her itty-bitty glasses. 

“B-but isn’t he the one who killed....” 


“Nope! He’s been totally cleared,” Tommy vowed like a 
lawyer making his closing arguments. 

“Oh really?” she said, her adorable little eyes lighting 
up. She was so cute. 

“Ab-so-tively,” he promised. 

“All right then,” she said, and giggled. 

I sat there stunned as Tommy talked her into three 
more books and then handed them to me to sign. 

With a blue pen. 


“So wuy the sudden interest in drag queens,” Tommy asked 
when Yorkshire-Girl left. 


I shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I’m trying to 
understand.” 


“Understand what?” 


“What would make a guy as sexy as you dress up as a 
woman,” I blurted, not even sure where the words had 
come from. 


Tommy tilted his head in that way of his, studied me 
out of the corner of his eyes, and then gave me a sly little 
smile. “You think I’m sexy, Jude?” 

I blushed furiously. 


“I thought maybe you did,” he said, surprising me how 
shyly he said it. “Or I hoped.” 

Out of the blue, I felt a smile spread across my face. 

Now a customer is going to ruin this. They'll ask some 
question. Maybe a sucky one like “Aren't you the cover 
model stabber?” Part of me wished they would because I 
had no clue what I had so unexpectedly stepped into. 
Where had that come from? Why had I even told Tommy 
that I thought he was sexy? 


And was that a pink glow I saw coloring his cheeks? 

Tommy decided to save us both. “So. Drag queens. Are 
you aware that drag queens have been around forever? 
Maybe even the caveman days?” 

I drew back in surprise. “What?” 

“It’s true. Men have dressed up as women since the 
beginning of time. We’re talking the ancient Greeks, 
Romans, Hindus, even the Norse.” 

“Like Thor?” I asked. 

Tommy nodded. “Like Thor. Thor dressed up as a 
woman.” 

“He did not!” I cried. Imagine, Chris Hemsworth in 
drag. With that chest. With that ass. No. Way. 


“It’s true. He woke up one morning and his big 
hammer was missing. Well, it turned out some giant had 
stolen it and would only give it back if Freyja, the most 
beautiful of all the goddesses, married him. Well, the gods 
of Asgard decided they had to have the hammer back. So it 
was decided that Thor should dress up like Freyja to trick 
this dude. I guess giants are stupid or something. But it 
worked. Thor got all dragged up and went to the wedding 
feast. So the giant retrieved the hammer, and when Thor 
saw it, he beat up the giant and got his hammer back.” 

I laughed, trying to imagine a big old god like Thor 
fooling anyone into thinking he was a woman, and told 
Tommy so. 


“Oh, there are some big drag queens out there,” 
Tommy said. “Some ugly drag queens who couldn’t pass for 
a woman to a room full of dead people. That’s not the point, 
sweetie. 


“Some men want to dress up like women. Some want 
to be women. But that isn’t all drag queens. With many of 
us, it is in respect to the history of the sacred clown.” 


“T don’t care for clowns all that much.” 


“Yeah, yeah,” he said with a wave. “Why am I not 
surprised. But I’m not talking about those creepy old men 
hanging out at kids’ birthday parties. I’m talking religion. 
All through history, baby. The Native Americans had their 
tricksters. And then of course there were the jesters in 
medieval times.” 


My brows furrowed together. I had no idea what 
Tommy was talking about. 


“Okay. Let’s make this easier. You’ve heard of court 
jesters, right?” 

“Sure,” I said. 

“Their job,” Tommy said, “was to do a lot more than 
entertain. They were employed to criticize their kings. 
Queen Elizabeth once had it out with one of her jesters 
because he wasn’t severe enough with her. It was the jester 
that kept the rulers real. They could point out their 
mistakes and not get killed for it.” 

“You're shitting me,” I said. 

“No. Really. You had to be a wise man to play the fool, 
to know how to push things, but...” 

“...not too much?” I asked. 

“Exactly. Look. You ever hear of the Sisters of 
Perpetual Indulgence?” 

Sisters of...? What? Didn’t sound like any Catholic 
organization I’d ever heard of. But then I wasn’t Catholic. 
“No,” I replied. 

“They wear white face like clowns and dress up like 
nuns.” 

“Oh, wait,” I said. “Maybe.” 

“They had their start in San Francisco,” Tommy said. 
“And like the ancient jesters, they use drag to satirize all 
kinds of issues. The Catholic imagery just adds a whole new 
level. They poke fun. Religious intolerance. Gender. 


Sexuality. Morality. The Sisters got their start so they could 
draw all kinds of attention to the shit going on in the 
Castro, but it has grown bookoo since then.” 

“You’re not saying drag queens serve some kind of 
sacred role?” I asked, trying not to scoff. 

“I’m saying they have,” Tommy interjected. “I’m not 
saying there aren’t men who just like to get dressed up as 
women and who think they’re Christina Aguilera up there 
on stage when they’re really Magilla Gorilla. A lot of them 
queens takes themselves way too seriously, girl. OMG! But 
hell, some look good. I mean really good.” 

I shook my head. “I still don’t think I get it. Anyway, I 
would look like shit dressed as a woman.” 

“Oh, I don’t know,” Tommy said in a teasing voice. 
“Maybe we couldz make a beauty of you with the right wig 
and makeup and dress and....” 

“More like a beast,” I said. 

“We would have to come up with a good name. How 
about Zerha Mannenheir?” 

“No!” I said, trying not to laugh. It was a funny name. 

“There is always the Top Sisters,” Tommy suggested. 
“Anita Top? Ivana Top? Notta Top?” 

“Tommy, stop!” A customer had just approached and 
was looking at our poster of the kissing men. 

“How about Rhoda Lot? Jeannie says you really get 
around.” 

“That bitch!” I exclaimed. 

“Oh, relax, honeybuns. We’ve all been around the block 
at least a time or two. Hell! To quote that living saint 
Harvey Fierstein: ‘I’ve slept with more men than are named 
or numbered in the Bible, Old and New Testaments put 
together.’” 

With that I was laughing again. “Jeannie says I’ve slept 
with more men than can be counted on the fingers and toes 


of the Vienna Boys Choir.” 

“And that’s quite a lot,” he said. “Approximately one 
hundred choristers, girlfriend.” 

“How would you know that?” 

Tommy rolled his eyes. “So if you count all their fingers 
and toes, that’s at least 2,000.” 

“I haven’t slept with that many men,” I insisted. 

“Are you counting those cocks coming at you from 
under the partition in the stalls in the shopping mall 
bathrooms?” 

I turned away and saw the customer staring at me. I 
could feel my face catch on fire from embarrassment. I 
looked back at Tommy. 

“That doesn’t count,” I whispered. “And it’s been a 
long time since I tricked in a bathroom. A long, long, long 
time.” 

“It counts,” Tommy said, not even trying to drop his 
volume. “If there are two or more erections and one or 
more of them cum, it counts.” 

“Tommy! It was college. There was this”—I blushed all 
the more—“this bathroom in the library and the first time it 
happened, I was shocked.” 

“Some guy in the next stall tapping his foot?” 

“Yes. I had no idea why.” 

“Then he was running his finger along the bottom 
ledge? Or was there a glory hole?” 

“A hole,” I said, and just died when the customer shook 
her head and walked away. 

“We were freaks in our college days, weren’t we?” 
Tommy cried. 

I sighed. “I guess so,” I said. “Sometimes it amazes me 
that I’m not HIV positive. There must be some truth to the 


theory that it’s unlikely you can get it from sucking dick.” 


“Hear, hear!” Tommy replied. “I always make a man 
wrap it up before he fucks me. I’ve managed to stay neg 
this long and I don’t want to blow it.” 


“So to speak,” I said. It was nice to know Tommy was 
HIV negative. I’ve lost so many friends to AIDS. 


Tommy giggled. “I will say my glory-hole days were 
mostly reserved for my teen years. But hell, there are still 
tearoom queens twice our age. And I can’t say the last time 
I sucked dick through a hole in the wall was all that long 
ago.” 

“Tommy!” Somehow I couldn’t imagine Tommy sucking 
anonymous cock in a bathroom stall. 


“I’m not talking this week, mind you. Not even this 
year, which is all of ten months old. But boy, when that 
beauty came through that hole, what was I to do? I mean it 
was gorgeous. All huge and uncut and....” 


Ah hell. I knew just what he meant. Had I resisted one 
minute with Dino? Had I waited for our second date to eat 
his ass? I sighed unhappily. 


Tommy reached out and patted my thigh. “It’s okay, 
Jude. I still like you. I do. But sometimes we’re just animals. 
Our dick starts talking and it’s hard to resist.” 


“That’s what Jeannie says. Jeannie says that we can’t 
be faithful. That men can’t be, especially gay men. She says 
we might start off with the best intentions, but the minute 
some guy flops his big old peter out there, we’re helpless to 
resist.” 

“Just about,” Tommy said. 

For some reason my heart sank at his words. I guess it 
was all over my face, because the next thing Tommy did 
really surprised me. He leaned in and gave me the tiniest 
peck on the lips. 


“I think it all depends really, Jude,” he said softly. “I 
think honesty is the best policy. If I ever finally get in a 
relationship, I’m going to make honesty the most highest 
policy. Anyone should, male or female. But if two men love 
each other enough, then if one of them did slip....” 


Like me and Paul, I thought, remembering that little 
sunbathing satyr that had lived next door to us. 


“... they would forgive each other. Know that their love 
is the most important thing there is. When men 
acknowledge that no one is perfect, they can survive 
anything. Anyone can slip up. We’re all at least tempted 
now and again. And if we do slip, we have to love each 
other enough, to understand each other enough, to let a 
mistake be made. Nobody’s perfect. If people could forgive 
more, the divorce rate wouldn’t be so high. Now get that 
frown off your face.” 


I gave him my best effort. After all, as depressing as 
the idea was that gay men had a hard time being faithful, 
Tommy’s words were pretty powerful. 


Forgive. If Paul and I had just been able to forgive, 
maybe we’d be together today? “You really believe that?” I 
asked him. 


“T have to,” he answered. “Otherwise I’d go crazy.” 
“It’s not always easy.” 


“Sometimes you just gotta have a little faith.” He 
smiled. 


A little faith. Did I have any faith left? 


“You know, I think I’ve got a name for you,” Tommy 
said, not letting me get maudlin. “Didn’t I hear you topped 
Dino?” 

Good God. Once more I felt my cheeks heat up. 

“How about Penny Tration?” 


That’s all it took. Sad thoughts were gone, and I was 
nearly rolling off my chair with laughter. 


WHEN Jeannie and Stan got back from dinner (him giving 
me the oddest looks—God, what had Jeannie told him?), it 
was time for me and Tommy to eat. Stan wasn’t going to be 
sticking around that long—he was wanting to get back to 
Lawrence in plenty of time to put the kids to bed—but sales 
were doing well enough that it helped to have two people at 
the table. 


“We could wait to eat,” I said. “Room closes in another 
hour or so. And I’m sure they’ll be setting up another free 
meal somewhere.” 


Jeannie handed me the company credit card. “Go! 
Eat,” she said, waving us away. “After all the help you’ve 
been, if I have to watch the table alone for a bit, I'll 
survive.” 


“After all,” Tommy replied. “That which does not kill us 
makes us stronger!” 


Then he grabbed me by the hand and pulled me out of 
the room—steering us well clear of the cover models of 
course—and across the lobby. “Let’s not go to the same 
place we went yesterday for lunch,” said Tommy. “Discount 
or not. I’ve got another place for you to try. If you’re in KC, 
you have to try our barbeque. We’re famous for our 
barbeque.” 

So that’s what we did. We found Tommy’s little beater 
of a VW Beetle (purple of course), climbed aboard, and 
were On our way. 

“This is an original, isn’t it?” I said, looking the car 
over. “It’s not one of those new ones.” 


Tommy nodded. “Sure is. I certainly can’t afford one of 
the new ones, cute as they are. Too bad, because I could 
get one way more purple if I could get one of the new ones! 
But I like Herbie here....” 


“Herbie? You actually named it Herbie?” I chortled. 


“Yes! Yes, I did, and why not? I remember those movies 
from when I was a kid. I loved them. And just ’cause my 
Herbie is purple instead of boring white with a big number 
doesn’t mean anything. My Herbie is the gay cousin or 
nephew or something. He’s a 1972. One of the last years 
they were being imported to the US.” 


“Good God,” I said. “It’s as old as I am. How’re you 
keeping it together? Bailing wire and Band-Aids?” 

“And lots of love,” Tommy answered. “And don’t forget 
duct tape. Duct tape is a queen’s best friend.” 

“Duct tape is a queen’s best friend?” 

“Don’t ask if ya don’t wanna know.” 

I wasn’t sure I wanted to. 


“Lady who owned Herbie lived in a little town near 
here and she drove him all the time, but she didn’t have to 
drive far. She treated him with lots of loving care.” 

“Tt runs so smooth,” I observed. 

“He. Don’t hurt his feelings now.” Tommy lovingly 
patted the dash. 

“I just can’t get over how good a condition he’s in,” I 
said. “That he works at all!” 

“They’re still running around everywhere,” Tommy 
said. “You notice when you have one. Parts are still 
available. In fact, my neighbor across the street has one. 
He drives it almost every day when the weather is nice. His 
is a 1968 or 1969.” 


“How long have you had Herbie?” 


“Oh, not long,” Tommy said. “When my roommate and 
taxi service, Bryan, moved out, I knew it was finally time to 
stop depending on fate and the kindness of strangers to get 
around. I was visiting a friend and we were talking. His 
boss overheard us and offered to sell me the car. I tell you, 
that lady—Judy’s her name—that lady is a hoot! She runs 
one of the few bookstores I know of that hasn’t gone out of 
business. The Internet is hell on little bookstores.” 


“Herbie is certainly purple,” I said. There was a purple 
tassel of some kind hanging from the rearview mirror and 
the seat covers were a deep luscious purple as well. 


“I made them,” Tommy said. 
“Made what?” 


“The seat covers,” he replied. “You were admiring 
them, weren’t you? That was admiration I saw on your 
face?” 


“It was certainly something,” I answered, amused. At 
least they weren’t purple lamé. “You’re quite the little 
seamstress, aren’t you?” I blushed. “Tailor. Hell, what is a 
boy seamstress called?” 


“You're the writer, you should know.” 


“I think this is about the purplest fabric I’ve ever 
seen.” 

“What? You don’t like purple?” Tommy replied, his 
voice filled with dramatic hurt and pain. 

“Actually, I do,” I said. Which was true. I did like it. 
Always had. Especially when I found its historical 
significance to homosexuality. I’d read that years ago in this 
great book I’d borrowed from a friend. I couldn’t remember 
the name. A Mother’s Tongue, or something like that. 
“Purple is one of my favorite colors.” 


“Purple is one of your favorite colors?” Tommy asked, 
the drama in his voice climbing an octave. “Jude! You 


cannot have more than one favorite color.” 


“Why not?” I asked him. “I can do anything I want.” I 
could camp it up as much as he could. Or at least I could 
try. “I am not tied down by culture’s rules. If I want more 
than one favorite color, then by God, I will!” 


He looked at me, exuberant. “Well, you go, girl!” 


I reached out and ran my fingers through the bright 
and shining tassel. 


“It’s a pasty,” Tommy said. 

“A pasty?” 

“You do know what a pasty is, right?” Tommy asked. 

I paused. “You mean like the kind strippers wear?” 
“Yup!” 

Oh my God. I tried for one moment—no, less than that 


—to imagine Tommy shaking his chest and getting tassels 
to twirl from his nipples. 

“You are such a prude,” Tommy said. 

“What do you mean?” 

“You wear everything right on your face. I can see it. 
You’re imagining me wearing tassels, aren’t you?” 

I blushed furiously. 

Tommy just rolled his eyes. “You know, it might just 
turn you on.” 

I giggled. A word I never use when talking about a 
man. To me “giggles” are for twelve-year-old girls and total 
twinks. But in that moment I was giggling and that is all 
there was to it. It felt good. God, it felt good. To giggle. To 
giggle on the same day I’d been accused of murder and 
mayhem, and found out a man I’d fucked less than twelve 
hours before was in ICU at the closest hospital. 

Of course, it could be hysteria. 


We were at a red light and Tommy pointed out the 
window. “Have you seen our great gay monument?” he 
asked, indicating the huge column I’d noticed upon arriving 
at our hotel. “Officially it’s called Liberty War Memorial. 
But the gays call it Penis Point.” 


I couldn’t help but snicker. “I’ve been calling it the 
cock tower.” 


“It’s supposed to be done in something called Egyptian 
revival.” Tommy rolled his eyes. “Whatever the hell that is. 
Except for the winged sphinxes, there isn’t an Egyptian 
thing about it. More Roman than anything. Or Greek. 
Which makes sense. There’s a lot of gay sex that takes 
place in the trees and bushes around it.” 


“Really?” I asked, eyes widening. 


“Down, boy,” Tommy warned. “I think your hormones 
have gotten you into enough trouble this weekend, and we 
haven’t even hit Saturday yet.” 


“Amen.” 


The light turned green. Tommy started Herbie back 
into motion. “Yup. Lots and lots of sex around there. Not 
that I would know anything about it personally.” He gave 
me a quick glance, his eyes dancing. 


“Of course not,” I agreed, and smiled back. Like I’d 
never gotten some cock at the Montrose Point Bird 
Sanctuary. 


“Purple is the queer color,” Tommy said, reclaiming 
our earlier subject. “There was a time that was how gay 
men knew each other. They wore amethyst rings. I have 
this book all about it. That and other queer stuff. It was like 
my Bible there for a while when I was first coming out. 
Another Mother Tongue was the name of it.” 

I gasped. “Oh my God. I was just thinking about that. I 
read that book ages ago but couldn’t remember the name 
of it.” 


Tommy gave me the cutest smile. 


“I’ve always liked purple,” I said. “Even when I was a 
little kid and Mom was trying to convince me it was too 
girly a color.” 


“I know what you mean!” Tommy chirped. “But for me 
it was pink. I wanted pink everything. I stole my cousin’s 
Barbie stuff.” 


“Oh God,” I blurted. “You really are gay, aren’t you?” 
“The queerest.” 


“My mom asked me if I was queer when I was a kid,” I 
said. “And I could tell that for her, queer was about the 
dirtiest word there was. I had no idea what it meant, but I 
didn’t want to be it. So I told her I liked blue. That made 
her happy. Blue is the boy’s color, after all. I told her that so 
long I really started to like it. So, yes. I have two favorite 
colors.” 


“Okay, okay,” Tommy said with a smile. “You can have 
two favorite colors.” 


“My dad didn’t care though. He was always buying me 
purple toys.” 

Tommy sighed. “I didn’t know my dad. I have no 
memory of him at all. Momma always had a new man, and I 
was expected to call every one of them Daddy. And every 
one of them left. Sometimes she blamed me. Said I was too 
big a sissy. But I am what I am, as that living saint Gloria 
Gaynor sings. ‘And what I am needs no excuses.’” 


Suddenly the drag queen thing made sense. “Is that 
why you dress up as a woman?” 


Tommy gave me a long look, one brow raised 
dramatically. “Don’t you even try to psychoanalyze me, Jude 
Parks. I am beyond it. I can’t figure myself out half the 
time. I don’t need you trying to be an armchair 
psychiatrist.” 


I held up my hands in surrender. “Okay.” 


“I’m always free with the advice, but my own life is a 
total mess. Like, why I am single after all these years? I’ma 
nice man, Jude. I am.” 


I gave Tommy the old double look. It was like he was 
speaking my very own thoughts, the words I’d said to 
Jeannie a thousand times. “Tell me about it. I’m forty-one 
and never had a relationship last even a year. I’m a nice 
guy too, Tommy. That might sound conceited, but I am. I 
don’t know why I can’t find anyone.” 


Tommy nodded and I could see the clear 
understanding on his face. It felt good to have someone 
know what I was feeling. It was like listening to the blues. 
Knowing someone else knew how you felt made it somehow 
better. 


“But it gets worse, bubala,” Tommy said, looked both 
ways, and pulled Herbie into a parking lot. “I’m Auntie 
Mame for everyone. They come to me for advice. They 
come to cry on my shoulder. They come to me like I’m the 
Guru of Gay Love. So I give my counsel and damn if they 
don’t find love! But not me. Always the bridesmaid and 
never the bride. Maybe my mom and her boyfriend du jour 
hardwired my mentality. Maybe if I had an example of a 
loving partnership I’d.... Oh, bullshit. I’m overanalyzing 
aren’t I? I do that sometimes. Maybe it’s a crapshoot. 
Maybe I have bad luck and the cards just don’t fall my way. 
Some people are just losers.” 


“T don’t think you’re a loser,” I said. 


“I don’t mean it that way. I’m not a ‘loser’. But there 
are those people who never win. Las Vegas counts on 
them.” 


“That’s pretty sad.” 
“It’s true.” 


“I hope it’s not,” I said. “That would be horrible. It 
could mean I’m a loser, and I hate to think I’m never going 
to find someone special. God knows I look. And people are 
always trying to help. Give me advice. From Jeannie to my 
roommate to everyone else in between. But they’re wrong. 
They always give me the wrong advice and hook me up 
with the wrong guy. Loser or weirdo or freak or addict. And 
there I am, single again. It comes out the same. Always the 
bridesmaid and never the bride.” 


“Which brings us to where we are today,” Tommy said. 
“Where’s that? Single Land?” 
“No, silly. Tate’s Barbeque. Let’s eat. I’m starved.” 


“BE WARNED, they’re really, really rude here,” Tommy said 
as we approached the door of the big red-brick restaurant. 

“Then why come here?” I asked, my nostrils flaring at 
the smell. God, if I hadn’t been hungry before, that smell 
was making my mouth flood with saliva. 

“They’re pretty much all that way,” he explained. “I 
think it’s supposed to be part of the barbeque experience.” 

“You think?” 

Tommy shrugged. “I’ve lived here near all my life and I 
still don’t know for sure. But trust me, it’s worth it,” he said 
and pushed the big glass door open. 

If the aroma outside had been amazing, it was pure 
heaven inside. 

The fragrance was the only heavenly thing about the 
place, though. 

“What do you want?” screamed a big black woman 
behind a counter and a full twenty feet away. 

I gave Tommy a wide-eyed look. What did this woman 
expect? I didn’t even know what they had. 


“Do you trust me?” Tommy asked. “I mean, you’re not 
a vegan or anything, right?” 

“God no! Me give up meat?” I winced. Paul had been 
vegetarian, or close to, and that had been hard enough. 


“Tell me about it!” Tommy walked up to the counter. 
“Girl! We wants a small slab of your ribs and a plate of 
burnt ends.” 


Burnt ends? I wondered. 


“Two buns. And give us some of your baked beans, 
small order so we aren’t passin’ the gas too bad later....” 


The woman tossed her head and raised both brows. 
“You like coleslaw?” 


“As long as it doesn’t have those nasty bitter celery 
seeds in it,” I answered. 


“Man after my own heart.” He turned back to the 
barbeque diva. “And some slaw and of course your sweet 
potato fries.” 


“Anything for the little bears to drink today?” 


Bears. Bears? Even this woman was calling us bears. I 
gave Tommy a quick glance. Was he any heavier than I 
was? Maybe less so? 


“TIl have a Diet Coke,” Tommy said, and the irony of it 
made me smirk. “You?” 


By then Ild finally had a chance to look at the 
confusing menu. “Ice tea. A big one. No lemon. Don’t even 
wave one in the general direction of the glass.” 


Tommy gave me a smirk of his own. 


“You got it, baby,” she said and then turned and 
screamed out the order as if she were letting her fellow 
employees know the building was on fire. Two of them 
stood no less than five feet away from her. They in turn 
gave her some attitude, and within minutes, our tray was 
out and piled with food. 


“My God! How are we going to eat all of this?” I asked 
with a gasp. 

“We’re bears, remember?” Tommy answered. “Besides, 
we can always take some back. Your room does have one of 
those little fridges, right?” 


“Well, yeah,” I said. “Sure.” 


The lady gave us our total and Tommy whispered, “I 
got it.” 

“Nonsense,” I replied. “Business expense. If we had to 
pay you for the hours you’ve worked, this wouldn’t pay half 
of it.” 


“I’m having fun.” He picked up the tray, and I was 
surprised it didn’t make his biceps pop. 

“Don’t you want to go to any of the panels or 
workshops at all? I mean this weekend isn’t cheap.” 


“I want to go to some of the signings. I still haven’t 
seen the art show, and I’d like to do that ‘talk with the 
artists’ thing.” 

“Surely there’s something else,” I said, digging around 
in my jacket and finding my pocket program. I opened it. 


, 4) 


“Look at this. ‘Love and Monsters: Paranormal Romances’. 
“Not really my thing,” Tommy said. 


“How to Write A New York Times Best Seller’? Damn. 
Maybe I need to go to that.” 


“Then you should go. But remember, I’m a reader, not 
a writer.” 


“How about ‘Writing Sex Scenes Your Reader Won’t 
Want to Skip Over’?” I offered. 


“Tt’ll be het sex.” He yawned. “Besides, like I said, I’m 
a reader, not a writer. And remember, I came for the gay 
romances and you guys are pretty much it. I never dreamed 
Pd get to do more than shop at your table and get an 
autograph or two.” He took us to a table in a corner where 


we could have a little more privacy, and we slid into a booth 
that had seats set way back from the tables. 


“Goodness,” I said. “A rhinoceros could sit comfortably 
in these booths.” 


Tommy motioned with his head, indicating I should 
take a look to my left. I did and was surprised at the size of 
the family at a table at the far side of the room. Not how 
many members there were of said family, but their... ah... 
build. 


“We makes ’em big in KC,” Tommy drawled in a mock 
accent. “Especially the kind that likes barbeque. Just wear 
armor at the Chinese buffets. Them people are dangerous 
when fresh crab rangoon is brought out, and you'll be 
trampled if they have crab legs!” 


Once more Tommy had me laughing. He did that a lot. 
And his laugh lines! You could lose a pencil in them. On me 
those deep folds would look hideous. Like I was a hundred 
and forty-one years old. Somehow it didn’t make him look 
older though. Somehow it made him cute and almost 
ageless. Magic. 


Then in a total idiotic blurt, I asked him his age. 


Tommy gave a great toss of his head. “How old do you 
think I am?” 


Oh shit. “Well, I’m forty-one, and I know you’re 
younger than me.” Then remembering a lesson from one of 
the first gay men I’d ever met, added, “Much younger.” 


Guess a person’s age and then shave off at least a year 
or two before announcing your guess. Five for a woman or 
a gay man. Especially a gay man whose pants you're 
wanting into, that long ago friend had advised. It was a 
recommendation that had never ever failed me. And not 
just when I was trying to get laid. That simple technique 
had gotten me jobs, discounts, and more. But remember, 
he’d said, never ever turn around and tell anyone, not even 


your mother, that you were lying. Women find out. They 
always find out. And queens? They'll hunt you down to your 
dying day. 

“Oh, I’m much younger than you,” Tommy declared. 
“Much, much, much younger. I’m thirty-six.” 

“Thirty-six.” Why, I’d nailed it when I first saw him. 
“You don’t look it,” I said and then remembered that “don’t 
lie” rule. Well, it was too late now. And how was he ever 
going to find out? I reached for the ribs and took a section 
of three. 

Tommy looked at me suspiciously. “Jeannie said you 
figured I was precisely that age.” 

Caught! Fuck! 

“So the questions before us are: am I lying about my 
age, or are you lying when you say I don’t look thirty-six?” 

“I think you’re the sexist little bear I’ve ever seen,” I 
said, and bit into a rib. 

What happened next? I don’t know. 

Because my world became that bite of meat. 

Did I say the smell was the only heavenly 
characteristic of Tate’s? I was wrong. The flavor was pure 
Nirvana. My taste buds exploded. My eyes literally rolled 
up. I got goose bumps. The sauce was perfect: sweet, tart, 
spicy but not too spicy. The meat was cooked to perfection 
and pulled off the bone without the slightest effort. And 
tender. Holy shit, I almost didn’t need to chew it. 


When I finally returned to earth, when I finally could 
open my eyes and focus on Tommy’s face, he was smiling, 
his eyes sparkling. 

Neither of us said a word. 

Then: “Told you you would like it,” he said. 

“I do.” It was all I could say. 


“And I think you’re pretty fucking sexy too,” he 
returned. 


I blushed as red as the sauce on our barbeque. 


CHAPTER 11 


WE cot back to the convention center just as Stan was 
getting restless. He’d wanted to leave perhaps five minutes 
before we got there and wouldn’t listen to Jeannie when 
she told him to “Just go, honey! I’m fine!” 


A lot of people had already closed their tables, 
throwing big white tablecloths over their goods, but the 
New Visions table was going strong. It seemed my books 
were still selling, and Phillip’s had picked up as well. That’s 
all he needed. More sales! But considering he’d been 
stabbed in the ass, he deserved something, I guess. 


“Detective Brookhart was here asking for you,” Jeannie 
said as she bagged up a purchase. “Dyke. You didn’t tell me 
that.” 


“T didn’t think about it,” I said. 


“And some big scary dude,” Jeannie said as Stan gave 
me a good-bye hug and a warning to stay out of trouble. 


“Shit,” I said. 


“Don’t worry,” Jeannie assured me. “She’s not here to 
arrest you. But you gotta admit, if this were a book, two 
stabbings related to you and your carnal meanderings 
would make you a likely suspect.” 


“At least they don’t know about how we’d just....” 
“Oh, they know,” Jeannie interjected. 
“They know what?” Tommy inquired. 


“That Phillip and Jude—ah, you—had just been in bed. 
You little whore.” 

“Jeannie,” I said, and felt my face blaze with 
embarrassment. I turned to Tommy. 

I didn’t like the look on his face. He had one hand on 
his hip, one brow so high I thought it would join his 
hairline, and a suggestive little smirk. 

“It’s not like that,” I said quickly. 


“Honey, it’s none my busy-ness what you does wit’ yaw 
free time,” he replied in his Southern Belle voice. 


“No, really!” I cried. “He took me to my room and 
forced one of your cosmos on me—” 


“Forced,” Tommy said, giving Jeannie a quick glance. 
Jeannie snickered. “Yeah. ‘Forced’.” 

“No, seriously!” 

“Seriously?” Tommy echoed. 


“Tommy. I didn’t have sex with him. I didn’t.” I wanted 
him to believe me. “I mean I woke up in bed with him, but 
we didn’t do anything.” I searched his face, begging him to 
believe me with my eyes. 


Tommy’s silly expression dissolved to one I couldn’t 
read. But his eyes were searching mine. That, I could see. 


Then it hit me. I really did want him to believe me. I 
didn’t know why. But I really didn’t want him to think I’d 
been off fucking with Phillip. Very suddenly it mattered to 
me what Tommy thought. That he didn’t think I’d jump 
right into the bed of a man on the very day I’d been 
practically accused of trying to kill another one. 


Tommy stepped close and his voice dropped to a level 
only I could hear. “It would make sense, darlin’. I can’t 
imagine what you must have been going through. He is 
sexy. Damned sexy. I can’t say I wouldn’t do him had I been 


in the same position you were in. Even if it was with a guy 
you seem to have some kind of rivalry with.” 


God. It wasn’t just because it was Phillip. For some 
reason it was very important for me that Tommy not think I 
was a total slut. We’d already discussed we were anything 
but virgins. But... but I didn’t want him to think I didn’t 
have any control of my libido at all. I wasn’t that big a 
whore. 

Then Tommy got one of the sweetest little smiles I had 
seen yet. “It’s okay, Jude. If you say you didn’t, I believe 
you.” 

For some damned reason I felt both a sense of relief 
and a desire to cry. 

“It really isn’t any of my beeswax who you fuck though, 
okay? I mean it.” 

“I just really want you to believe I didn’t do anything 
with him.” 

Tommy nodded. “Okay then. I believe you.” 

Wow. 

That simple sentence made me feel better than 
anything had all day. Better than getting out of jail. Better 
than being taken off the suspect list—or at least Detective 
Brookhart’s list. Better than even my and Tommy’s 
delightful dinner. 

His simple belief, the belief of this almost stranger, had 
lifted my spirit a hundredfold. 

And in that instant it was all I could do not to kiss him. 


I DIDN'T though. Kiss him. 


An announcement rang out at about that time telling 
us that the room was now closed, so we grabbed our 


things, covered our table with a couple of the provided 
tablecloths, and headed out. 


“I’m gonna take a nap,” Jeannie said. “I’m worn the 
shit out.” 


“Maybe I should head home,” Tommy said turning to 
me. 


“Or we could check out the art room,” I said. “I think 
it’s open another hour or two.” 


He grinned. “That would be great!” 


So I hugged Jeannie—to my surprise, Tommy did as 
well—and the two of us found our way to the art exhibit. 


Even though it was dominated by about 90-some 
percent hetero book covers, we gays had made our stand 
and staked our place. 


Peter and Kent had set up their work near each other, 
but on opposite sides of the narrow room. That way when 
you walked through, there was men-with-men art to your 
left or your right. 


Some of it was downright naughty as hell, and some 
just sweet. Some you could almost miss the content if you 
tried. Well, if you tried pretty hard. 


Peter was there, and lord, you’d have to be blind, deaf, 
and dumb to miss that he was gay. And I mean dumb as in 
stupid. Not that this was bad (which made me wonder why 
I’d judged Tommy so harshly). It’s just a fact. 


I think it’s weird that some people just look gay. It has 
nothing to do with their clothes or their hair or even the 
way that they carry themselves. Is that real or bullshit? 
They just look gay. Period. Thing is that every person I’ve 
ever met or saw on TV or whatever who looked gay was 
gay. 

I mean just look at the actor Leslie Jordan for instance. 
Great actor, but he sure wasn’t acting when he played gay. 


He’s just so... gay! Can one genetically Jook gay as well as 
be gay? How about Luke Macfarlane? Or Lance Bass? Was 
there anyone who didn’t know about Adam Lambert? 
Anyone? Or Sean Hayes who played “Just Jack” on Will & 
Grace? Was there anyone on the planet who was surprised 
when he came out? 


Peter Worthman is one of the sweetest men I know and 
an artist whose work I adore. I’ve been lucky enough to 
have his covers on two of my books. Between him and Kent, 
I’m in heaven. 


And gay? Oh Jesus! Peter makes Nathan Lane in The 
Bird Cage look straight. He can’t even stand up, let alone 
walk, without a sashay to his hips. He’s as thin as can be, 
and he spends hours on his hair. He’s willing to admit it, no 
problem. He has that thin face, those flashing eyes, those 
high cheekbones and full lips. I mean, this is a man who if 
he wore drag would pass at a Miss America contest. He’s 
quite simply that... unmasculine. Not that it ever bothered 
me. It didn’t. It doesn’t. It’s just who Peter is and he says 
he’s always been that way. 


That Guy Quiz I talked about? The one a man takes to 
see how “straight-acting” he is? The one I came out on as a 
two? Well Peter is a ten if there ever was one. “Queen 
status” all the way. 

Is it any wonder that he and Tommy hit it off in about 
5.2 seconds? 

“My God!” Tommy pointed at a painting that was— 
well, I’ll just say it isn’t one of my very favorite covers he’d 
ever done. Two men. One in drag. “That is gorgeous!” 
Tommy exclaimed. 

“Why, thank you, honey,” Peter said with a flutter. 

It wasn’t even good drag. You could see clearly that the 
man in a wig and dress was a man. It wasn’t a book I’ve 


read. It fell in that time period before I was really reading 
submissions. 


Tommy did one of his twirls, threw his head high, and 
laid a hand on his hip. “Fab-ulous!” he cried. 


Was it any surprise when Peter responded in kind? 
Seconds later, they were laughing so hard they’d fallen into 
each other’s arms. 


“You ever do drag?” Tommy asked. 


“Honey, I grew up worshipping Cher and Dolly Parton,” 
Paul cried. “What do you think?” 


“I love Dolly!” Tommy all but squealed. “And Cher, of 
course, a goddess!” And then he launched into an 
impression of Sonny’s ex that was so bad it was good. “If I 
could turn back time!” he bellowed, and by the next line, 
Peter had joined him. 


I could only stand and watch. This wasn’t what Ild 
expected. For them to hit it off so well. I mean, I wanted 
Tommy to like Peter. I don’t want to say I didn’t. I wanted 
him to like Kent as well. But, jeez. If this went on much 
longer, they were going to be feeling each other up. 


“I went to her farewell concert,” Tommy said. 

“Which one?” Peter asked. “I’ve been to several over 
the years!” 

Once again they dissolved into hilarity. 

For some reason I didn’t like it. 

But shit. I sure didn’t want to show it. 

I turned instead and walked across the aisle to Kent 
and his... boyfriend? “How’s it going?” I asked. 

“Great, actually,” Kent said. Kent is a beautiful man. 
Inside and out. Wavy, short hair, flashing eyes, and a slim, 
well-developed body that just wouldn’t quit. I’d had a big 
crush on him for a couple of years, but he was going 
through this big grieving process for a lover he’d been with 


for ages who’d died. There was no way I was going to move 
in on that, even for a one-night stand. 


Apparently I waited too long, because dammit, here he 
was with some guy and it looked serious. I turned to said 
friend who was sitting just a few feet away on a stool. 


Handsome too. He really was. Almost dashing. And 
here I’d worried I’d be too old for Kent. This man was 
obviously older. Late forties? Early fifties? And Kent more 
like Tommy’s age? 

I glanced over and saw he and Peter hadn’t even begun 
to stop hooting it up. 

“Are you selling well?” I asked. 


“Yeah. Not one of the originals yet, but I wasn’t really 
expecting to. I price them high enough because I don’t 
really want to let go of them, you know? If they’re willing to 
pay my outrageous prices, then they’re going to a home 
where someone will really love them. But the prints!” He 
turned to his friend. What was his name? Wayne? No, 
Wade. “Hey, babe,” he called. The man turned immediately. 
“How many prints have we sold?” 


We? 

“Well... a dozen at least.” Wade consulted a notebook. 
“No, it’s eighteen.” 

I whistled. 

“Five of my favorites,” he said, and then the man 
blushed. It was so charming I almost blushed myself. 

“I wonder which one that is?” Kent asked. 

“You know,” Wade said. “The one original I’ve 
forbidden you to ever sell.” 

“Which one is that?” I asked. 

Kent pointed, and I gave a heartfelt sigh. It was the 
only other cover he’d done for me. Like Desert Storm, it 
showed a lot of skin. But somehow it took my heart away 


every time I saw it. Kent had given me the first print of the 
numbered and limited edition. 


The view was from above, looking down on two men in 
bed, their limbs tangled, looking deep into each other’s 
eyes, deep blue and purple shadows, as well as some 
strategically placed bits of linen hiding their penises. It was 
for my book True Love, and that is exactly what the cover 
said for me. It’s what true love had to look like. Had to. 

“I love this piece.” 

“Me too,” Wade said. “It’s over our....” He blushed 
again and looked back at Kent, the look on his face 
matching the models in that painting. Kent was nodding. 
Wade turned back to me. “It hangs over our fireplace.” 

I couldn’t help but smile. “The print hangs over mine,” 
I said. Wade looked back at Kent once more and damn, the 
hair on my head nearly rose from the electricity. Love? Sex? 
Both. 

Wade tore his eyes away from Kent’s, and I could see 
the effort it took him. “I loved your book too,” he said. 

“You did?” I asked. I couldn’t help but be pleased. 

“It’s the first gay romance I ever read. I think I was 
afraid to read it, but I loved it.” 

“You finally admit it was your first gay romance?” Kent 
said. 

Wade grinned foolishly. 

“He told me when we first met that M/M books are 
nothing new,” Kent explained. “He was counting books like 


The Front Runner, though.” 


I sighed. I’d bawled like a baby when I read that book. 
It was the first gay book I’d ever read. “The Front Runner 
counts, though,” I said. 


“But in those days a gay character always seemed to 
die. Had to, you know? As punishment?” Wow. His words 
echoed a very important conversation a group of us once 
Shared with Gail. A conversation with far-reaching 
consequences. 


“Those days,” Wade said. “Are you trying to make me 
feel old again?” 


Kent got a hurt look on his face. “Baby, do I try and 
make you feel old?” 


“I know what you mean, though,” I said. For a long 
time gay books were about death. It got no better when 
AIDS hit. Then every fucking gay book was about death. 
And those were by gay authors. 


“And those Peter and Charlie books,” Kent said. “The 
Lord Won’t Mind trilogy.” 


“Hey!” I’d read those too. “Don’t knock Peter and 
Charlie,” I said. “I was like fourteen when I read them and 
when they first made love....” 


“I cried,” Wade said. “I was so afraid to be gay, but 
after reading that scene I knew.” 


Wade looked back at me. “I prefer books like you guys 
write now. I’m grateful for them. I think about how I wish 
they’d existed when I was younger, how different my life 
would have been.” He reached out and took Kent’s hand, 
brought it to his lips, kissed his fingers. “Thank God I met 
Kent. He saved me.” 


“Aw, honey,” Kent said, and kissed Wade’s fingers as 
well. 


I changed my earlier assessment of Wade. I’d thought 
of him as “almost dashing.” There was no “almost” about it. 
I turned and glanced once more at Tommy and Peter. They 
were sitting so close together they were practically in each 
other’s laps. I didn’t like it. Not one bit. I forced myself to 
turn back to Kent and Wade. 


“How did you say you met?” I asked. 

“We met at the beach.” 

“The beach?” I asked. 

“It was off-season and we had both rented cottages 
next door to each other,” Kent said. “An entire deserted 
beach, and there we were. Right next door.” 

“And we shared coffee and a cocktail,” Wade 
continued. “And we’ve been friends ever since.” 

“And he finally moved in with me last month,” Kent 
replied, eyes once more locked with Wade’s. “Took almost a 
year, but I finally got him out of Chicago.” 

“That’s where I’m from,” I said. 


“T don’t miss it a bit,” Wade said. “I don’t think I ever 
really liked it.” 


I felt something stir in my chest. Not a good stirring 
either. Like something trying to escape. Not like Chicago. 
AHmmmm.... 

“T like St. Louis much better,” he said. “Less busy. Less 
packed. Less impersonal.” 


“That does sounds like Chicago,” I said. “And of course 
St. Louis has Kent going for it.” 

“Of course,” Wade said, and grinned. 

I sighed. Love. All around me. My roommates left me 
one after another to move in with some man. Here was 
Wade, a man with a mysterious history, madly in love with 
Kent. I tried not to look at Tommy, but couldn’t help it. 
What was happening over there with him and Peter? Was I 
missing out again? 

Damn. Here I was once more! All alone in a sea of love. 

“You know what I think?” Kent said. 


“What do you think?” I asked, eyes still on Tommy. 
Fuck he was so cute when he was laughing. Hell. He was 


cute when he was dishing. And here I was, proud of my 
“two” status. How could Tommy, a man so far from being 
“straight acting,” be so damned cute? Cute, hell. He was 
hot. 


“What I think is that you better get your ass back over 
there,” Kent said. 


I looked at Kent, startled. 


“You never know when love will strike,” he added. “It 
happens at the most unexpected times. And if you don’t 
grab it, you can miss it.” 


“Who the hell said anything about ‘love’?” I asked. 


But the looks on their faces showed I wasn’t fooling 
anyone. 


Except for maybe myself. 


Tommy was looking at Peter’s paintings when I approached 
him again. He stood before one piece in particular. 


It wasn’t one of my books. In fact, the cover art wasn’t 
even for a particularly good book. But it was a beautiful 
piece of art. Two men kissing in the rain. It was pretty 
special. One of Peter’s best in fact. I admit that like True 
Love, every time I saw it my heart sped up. 

“The passion,” Tommy was saying with a gasp and 
actually laid his hand on his heart. I stopped next to him, 
looked long at the painting, and then at Tommy. Gosh. Were 
those tears in his eyes? He looked at me, blinked, then back 
at Peter. “It reminds me of some... of something is all,” he 
said quietly. 

The smile that spread over Peter’s face was beatific. 
“Thank you,” he all but whispered. 


Tommy moved on to the next piece. A painting of a 
man bathing another in an old-fashioned tub, the kind 


where you had to fill it with buckets. The look on both their 
faces—such bliss. The next piece was of two men preparing 
for bed, one obviously a good bit older than the other. 


I watched as Tommy passed on from one painting to 
another and then another. These were paintings I knew 
well—some I loved, some I didn’t. But looking at Tommy 
look at the paintings.... It was like I was seeing them for the 
first time. The way he reacted. The happiness. The smiles. 
The love. It was pretty powerful watching Tommy respond 
to them. 


Finally he reached my favorite—one that had never 
found an appropriate book—an almost impressionistic piece 
of a man leaping into space, stars and nebulas surrounding 
him. Black space filled with blues and purples and pinks. I 
adored it. 


“It’s as if the man is diffusing,” he said almost 
reverently. “Like he’s become a part of the very starstuff 
he’s made from.” 


My heart almost stood still. His words, the look on his 
face, the look on the artist’s.... I almost felt like an intruder. 


“T-thank you, Tommy,” said Peter. “I don’t know what 
to say.” 


“Gosh, Peter,” Tommy said reverently. “I’ve never seen 
anything like it. I adore it.” 


That word. My word for how I felt about the piece. 
Adore. 


Peter beamed. 
“This one is for my husband.” 
“Husband?” I blurted. “I didn’t know....” 


“Surely I’ve mentioned him,” Peter said. “We’re going 
to get married in P-Town. I’ve got a big exhibit coming up 
soon, and we’re going to get married.” 


“Oh, l’amour, l'amour,” Tommy said happily. 


“Congratulations,” I replied, feeling an unexpected 
jump of relief. This is ridiculous, I told myself. Why are you 
acting like this? 

But then Tommy turned to me, his eyes shining, and 
wham! My heart just lurched in my chest. Almost leapt 
right out of it! 


“One day our ship will come, right, Jude?” Tommy said. 
“Excuse me?” I asked. 


“Men. Love. Romance.” Tommy smiled up at me. “One 
day it will happen for us.” 


“Us?” I asked. 


“One day we too will find lamour,” he replied. “It’s 
gotta happen, right? I mean, come on. There are seven 
billion people on this planet. Surely there is one man who 
can love us?” 


I nodded. 
And once more the little imp had my heart pounding. 


After that Tommy gave Peter a little hug and continued 
through the art show. He veered right past Kent and Wade 
and checked out all the het art first. He “oohed” and 
“aahed” appreciatively. Mostly over the men of course. He 
pointed out good techniques, and I could see he had an 
artistic eye. But he was moving fast. Not taking nearly the 
time he’d spent with Peter’s. 


Not until he reached Kent’s work. And then, once 
again, he spent a great amount of time with Kent, and while 
not camping it up with the man as he had with Peter, it was 
obvious his overwhelming support was for another gay 
artist. He charmed both Kent and his man, and the way he 
did it astounded me. Why couldn’t I be that comfortable 
with people? 

Right then another announcement came over the 
intercom. The art room was closing. 


“Well, that’s that,” Tommy said. “I should probably 
head home anyway.” 

“Sure,” I said, feeling not the least bit happy about it. 
But what was I supposed to say? We hugged Kent and Wade 
(who glowed under the attention) and of course gave one 
final adieu to Peter. 

Tommy and I made our way to the lobby. “I guess this 
is it,” Tommy said. 

Say something, my mind told me. You don’t want him 
to leave. 

This is crazy, I told myself. Let him go. Take a breather. 
Fresh air. Clear your head. 

“What did you say?” Tommy asked. 

“Did I say anything?” I answered. Had I said something 
out loud? 

“I guess not.” Tommy searched my face. 

“Nothing going on this evening you want to check 
out?” I asked, surprised at the hope in my voice. 

“It’s a bunch of authors doing readings,” Tommy said. 
“But not one of them gay. And some sales pitches. And I 
really am not aiming to write at this time, although if I 
wrote about the roommates that have come in and out of 
my life, I’m sure I could.” 

“You too?” I asked. 

“Me too?” 

“With the roommates coming and going?” 

Tommy nodded sadly. “Yep. Each finding love and 
leaving the old maid behind. Maybe one day.” 

I let out a puff of air, trying to decide what the hell to 
say next. “So you’re going home?” 

“Any reason to stay? You’re probably going to some of 
those readings yourself, right?” 


I let out a chuckle. “Eww! Not hardly.” 

We both stood there grinning, and then not grinning, 
and then not saying anything. 

Say something! 

“You going home, then?” I repeated. 

“To my humble abode.” Then after a pause that seemed 
to go on for hours he said, “Although I was thinking of 
taking in a movie. Several things opened this weekend.” 

“Oh?” Intelligent comment. But it was something. 

“Want to go?” he asked. 

“Sure!” I said so fast it surprised even me. 

The smile that spread across Tommy’s face, the 
appearance of those deep laugh lines around his eyes, 
made something warm fill my chest. 

This is silly. Where is your mind? 

“Let’s get a paper,” he said, turning around, and my 
eyes fell to his butt. Had I noticed what a nice butt he had? 
Was my mind on sex? After the last couple of days, would I 
ever be able to have sex again? Was Jeannie right about 
me? Did I pretend I wanted love when all I wanted was ass? 
Or a cock up mine? 

Tommy was walking away and I dashed to catch up. 

“Not bad, is it?” Tommy asked over his shoulder. 

“What?” I answered. 

“My butt.” He glanced over his shoulder, eyes 
twinkling. 

I blushed so hard in that moment I was surprised 
Tommy wasn’t washed in the red light that must be 
beaming from my face. 

“But tonight I think we should limit things to the 
movies.” He'd stopped walking. “After all, I have no interest 
in a meeting with a knife.” 


“A knife?” I asked, feeling a bolt of shock. 


“Honey, haven’t you noticed? You’re the Black Widow 
around these parts!” With that he headed off in the 
direction of the newspaper vending machine. 


CHAPTER 12 


“WELL, it’s about friggin’ time,” Jeannie said, when we got 
back to the room. 

“We thought you might still be asleep,” I said. “We’re 
going to a movie and just wanted to check on you.” 

“Want to go?” Tommy asked. 

I could have slapped him. Jeannie go? That’s the last 
thing I wanted. 

“Sure,” Jeannie said. “Let me go potty first.” But as 
Jeannie pushed past us, she spared me a whisper in my ear. 
“Tell me you don’t want the room tonight.” 

“No!” I glared at her. “We’re just spending some time 
together. What’s wrong with a movie?” 

She gave me a small little smirk and a wink. “Good,” 
she said. Then, leaning even closer, she said, “See if you 
can wait at least until after the show on Sunday? I’m only 
going with you two to chaperone.” Then she disappeared 
into the bathroom. 

Not two minutes later Detective Brookhart knocked on 
the door. I felt my stomach drop five feet at least. 

“You have a few minutes?” she asked me. 

I looked at Tommy. Jeannie was still in the bathroom. 

“Go on,” he said. I looked back at Detective Brookhart, 
my stomach in knots. “Okay.” 

She indicated the doorway with a bob of her head, and 
I followed her out into the hall. 


“Look,” she said when we’d pulled away to a 
semiprivate doorway. “I just need to ask you a few 
questions. I’m sorry.” 


“You don’t think I did anything, do you?” I asked, 
butterflies swirling in my belly. Butterflies? Hell, it was 
more like a swarm of bees. 


She shook her head. “Not really, Mr. Parks.” 
Sweat ran down my sides. 


“But something weird is going on, you have to admit. 
You have a little... dalliance with Mr. Milosavljevic....” 


“Dalliance?” I asked. Good word. It would have made 
me smile in different circumstances. 


“I read, Mr. Parks. As a matter of fact, I spent a little 
time this afternoon reading one of your books.” 


My eyes widened. “Oh? I wouldn’t have thought they’d 
be your cup of tea.” 


“Let’s just say I skimmed over a few parts,” she said, 
her slash of an eyebrow raised. “I’m just trying to figure 
this all out. You have a little one-night stand with Mr. 
Milosavljevic, and he winds up in the hospital. Then you 
have a sexual encounter with Mr. Brandt, and he gets 
attacked as well.” 


“And how did that happen?” I asked, trying to change 
the subject and not even bothering to tell her that there 
had been no “sexual encounter” with Phillip. “How did it 
happen right in the daylight, right there in the hall?” I 
looked in that direction. A blanket had been laid down, but 
I knew what it hid. Blood. “Didn’t anyone see?” 

“A maid saw someone running. She said it was 
someone thin, slight.” 

Well I guess that finally let me off the fucking hook. 
Wasn’t the message of the week that I was anything but 
slight or thin? “Wasn’t there a camera or something?” 


yw 


Detective Brookhart rolled her eyes. “Hotel staff claims 
they don’t have cameras for guest security. That they 
always have someone roaming the halls. Didn’t help Mr. 
Brandt though.” 


“Wow,” I said. “I kinda thought cameras were pretty 
standard for security. Especially with a hotel like this.” 


“This is real life,” she replied. “Not Hawaii Five-0.” 
My hotel room door opened and Jeannie peeked out. 


“We were going to a movie,” I said. “What do you want 
to know?” 


She looked at me long and hard. “Mr. Parks....” She 
paused. “May I call you Jude?” 


The question surprised me. “Sure. I guess.” 


“I’m doing my job, and you have to admit it looks 
weird. You have sex with two men and....” 


“I didn’t have sex with Phillip!” I said, perhaps a little 
too loudly. 


She gave me a nod. “Okay. But it looks that way. And 
then they both get hurt. Who’s next? Your little friend 
there?” She pointed, and I saw Tommy was peeking now. 


My stomach dropped even further. You’re the Black 
Widow around these parts, Tommy had said. Was it true? 
Holy shit. I turned back to her. 


Detective Brookhart reached out and touched my 
shoulder. “Is there anyone who is angry with you? Any 
enemies? Ex-boyfriends?” 


“You’re the one making this sound like Hawaii Five-O. 
You know that, right?” My stomach clenched again. “And no 
ex-boyfriend. It’s been forever since there was any guy I 
would even think of as a boyfriend.” And that guy was more 
like a friend with benefits, I thought. And Paul was forever 
ago. Seven years now? God. Had I been alone that long? I 


shook myself. “Hell, I don’t know when the last time it was 
I even went on a date.” 

“Well, there was dinner with Mr. Smith.” 

Mr. Smith? 

She bobbed her head in the direction of the now fully 
open door. Tommy stood there, Jeannie behind him. 

Tommy was Mr. Smith? Had I known that? And 
Detective Brookhart knew we went on a date? A date? Was 
it a date? 

“Look,” I said. “I’m from Chicago. Who would follow 
me all the way here to take revenge on me? Me of all 
people? I don’t think anyone would follow me home from a 
bar, let alone from another city.” 

“T just need ta ask,” she said. 

“No one,” I said. Then felt funny. Was there anyone? 
No. Hell, no. 

“You sure?” she asked. She was studying my face. “So 
often when crimes like this happen, it’s someone the victim 
knows.” 

“Then why aren’t you asking Dino?” I said. “Maybe it 
was one of his model friends.” They had been giving me the 
dirty eye. 

“He’s still unconscious. If he awakes, we’ll be asking 
him.” 

“If?” I asked, my voice cracking. Hadn’t Tommy’s nurse 
friend said it looked like Dino would pull out of it? 

She nodded. “If.” 

“Piss up a rope,” I said. 

“You'll call me if you think of anything?” she asked. 
“You have my card.” 

“Sure,” I managed. “I do?” 


“I gave it to you yesterday. Here’s another one.” She 
pulled out a card and handed it to me. “Seriously. 
Anything.” 

“Okay,” I said, slipping it into my pocket. 

Then I thought about something. “What about the 
other models?” I asked. 

She had turned away, but now turned back to face me. 

“What about them?” 

“Maybe they didn’t like the fact Dino was gay. Maybe 
seeing him run off with me pissed them off.” 

“I thought about that. And we’ve talked to them, 
believe me. They don’t seem to care that he’s gay.” 

I thought about it some more. Come on. You're a 
writer. Use your imagination. Then I remembered one of my 
stories. “You know people like that... they’re a club.” 

“A club?” she asked, her eyes focusing on me again. 

“They work out together. Push each other. Hang out 
together. You notice they don’t hang out with us mere 
humans. You got to be a god to hang out in their crowd.” 

“And?” 

“Maybe they didn’t like it that Dino picked me,” I said. 
“Maybe it hurt their image.” 

“Maybe,” she said. Her eyes went far away for a 
moment. “It’s worth thinking about.” She nodded. Then 
changed the subject as fast as any detective in a pulp novel. 
“Enjoy your movie,” she said. “What are you going to see?” 

“I’m not sure,” I replied. 

“It doesn’t matter. Get away from here for a while. Just 
watch your ass,” she said and turned. 

My ass. It was almost funny. 


THE drive both ways was interesting. There’s not much 
room for three people in a VW bug. Luckily the theater was 
close. 


The movie we picked on the fly wasn’t bad. Not good. 
But not terrible. A flick trying to cash in on the new 
Superhero craze and the supposedly “real” documentary 
style as well. Those movies that are supposed to be real, 
like Paranormal Activity or Chronicle. There was some 
horror and humor and other stuff thrown in as well, and 
that was the problem. It was like the movie couldn’t decide 
what it was. A real testostefest. 


But it was nice getting away from things. For an hour 
and a half—two hours—getting my mind off of Dino and 
Phillip and stabbings and even selling books. 


It was nice being with Tommy too, even though Jeannie 
had insisted she come along to “chaperone.” At least she 
didn’t sit between us. 


Had Tommy been pressing knees against me in the 
theater? Did his knuckles touch my thigh? Why was my 
heart speeding up when those things hypothetically 
happened? I didn’t know what to do. I suddenly felt like I 
was eighteen, with no experience with men. Did I press 
back with my knee? Did I try and take his hand in the dark? 
Did I do the silly maneuver and yawn and stretch my arms 
wide and let one settle over Tommy’s shoulder? It had 
worked for Phillip. Of course that was enough for me not to 
do it. 


What the hell was going on with me? 

I was a Slut, right? Isn’t that what Jeannie was always 
calling me? A whore? 

Hadn’t I bedded more men than could be counted on 
the fingers and toes of the entire Vienna Boys Choir? 

And Tommy. Hadn’t he slept with more men than were 
named and numbered in the entire Bible? 


Why didn’t I just go for it? 

And then I thought of that knife. That knife waiting out 
there somewhere, floating in the dark like a picture on the 
poster of some slasher film. Did I want Tommy to be next? 
Could I even get hard after all that had happened? 


But then, when something jumped at us on the screen 
with a booming surge of music and his hand clutched mine 
on our combined chair arm, my dick answered that 
question. The son of a bitch started stirring like a snake in 
a basket, pun intended. Like nothing of import had 
happened in the last few days. Like no one had been hurt 
and there wasn’t any reason why he shouldn’t stand up and 
demand some attention. 

Little Jude had a mind of his own. And it had a strong 
opinion. 

Jeannie was right, dammit. Men did think with their 
dicks! 

Then, before I could make up my mind what the fuck I 
was going to do, the movie was over, the theater’s half 
lights came up, and people were up and out of their seats. 


We followed, sharing our thoughts on the film. 


“It won’t win any Academy Awards,” said Jeannie. 
“Unless they start giving one for most tits.” 


“There were a lot of those,” I said. 

“And not one dick,” Tommy said with a dramatic sigh. 
“What is it about American cinema and the dick? They can 
show tits and twat, but you hardly ever get so much as a 
glimpse of cock.” 

“Ain’t it the truth?” I sighed. 

“The British aren’t nearly as narrow-minded,” Jeannie 
replied. 

“Uptight,” I corrected. 

“Squeamish,” Tommy added. 


Once more we climbed in the car, and one glare from 
me sent Jeannie to the backseat. I was shocked it worked. 


“God,” Tommy said. “I remember buying All the Right 
Moves and spending half the night hitting the pause button 
just so I could get a good view of Tom Cruise’s dick.” 


I laughed. “I did that too!” How funny. “It was all 
blurry and everything and you can barely see it...” 


“...but you can tell it’s nice,” Tommy said. “I’d suck it.” 


“Even as crazy as that motherfucker has turned out to 
be?” Jeannie demanded. 


“Honey!” Tommy squealed with a toss of his head and 
launched into his Southern drawl. “I’d put up with him 
jumpin’ up and down on da’ bed and callin’ in a squadron of 
his Scientologists ta interview me if I could gets me a shot 
at suckin’ Master Cruise’s cock.” 

“I don’t know if I’d go that far,” I replied. “He is 
starting to look a little worse for wear. Did you see him in 
that last Mission: Impossible movie?” 

“O. M. G!” Jeanne shouted. “Dick! Dick dick dick dick! 
What is it with you gays and dick?” 

“It is part of what makes us gay,” Tommy informed her. 
“We love the dick.” 

“Jeannie thinks dicks are funny looking,” I told Tommy. 

“What?” The car swerved. “Funny looking?” 

“Funny looking,” Jeannie said defiantly. “All flopped out 
there. Purple head. Hairy balls hanging down like I don’t 
know what.” 

“Like heaven,” Tommy sighed. “Like heaven is what.” 

“OMG. Dick! The obsession with dick! I think that is 
one of the things I most hate about editing,” she said. 
“When some writer starts going on and on about their 
characters’ cocks. The size even. When some writer says 
something about a ten-inch mammoth in a guy’s 


underpants, it pulls me right out of the story. Who cares 
about the size?” 

“Not me,” Tommy said with a smirk. “I hate size 
queens...” 


“...but I sure love their husbands!” I finished. We burst 
into laughter. 

“I’m serious here,” she said. “Does anyone really know 
how big a man’s dick is when he climbs into bed with them? 
Do you gay guys really look down in the midst of passion 
and say, ‘Oh look, he’s got a ten-inch dick’?” 

“I rarely get to say that,” said Tommy. 

“Oh for fuck’s sake,” she said. “You know what I mean. 
Do you look down at a guy’s penis and some kind of gay 
penis calculator up there in your head automatically 
measures his cock? Or do you just think, ‘Oh, that’s a big 
one,’ or ‘that’s a small one.’ Do you really measure it in 
your head?” 

“I don’t know,” Tommy said. “When it’s really big or 
really small, I guess, otherwise I’m not usually concerned.” 

“Jeannie says dicks are ugly,” I interjected. 

The car swerved again. 

“Ugly? Jeannie! Funny looking is one thing, but ugly? I 
thought we were soul sisters and you’re saying cock is 
ugly?” I couldn’t tell if the outrage in his voice was real or 
more of Tommy’s silly drama. 

“I said there are ugly dicks. I didn’t say they were all 
ugly.” 

Tommy’s shoulders slumped. “I guess I have seen an 
ugly one or two. Maybe.” He ran his fingers through his 
organized-chaos hair. “Maybe. Yeah. This one guy. There 
was like something wrong with it. It was fat in the middle 
instead of the base. Weird. And the head was tiny and—” 


Jeannie shouted. “No more! No more dick! I have had 
it up to here with dick. There is one place I want dick and 


that is in me. Otherwise, keep your dicks.” 

“Jeannie,” I said, grinning. “Do you really think you’re 
going to get either me or Tommy’s dick ‘in you’?” 

The car filled with laughter. 

“Yeah, right!” Jeannie cried. 


Tommy did drive us past The Male Box on the way 
back to the hotel. 


“That’s where I work,” Tommy said, pointing. We were 
at a red light and the bar was right on the corner with just 
enough room for a small parking lot to its east. 


You couldn’t really tell much from the outside. The 
windows were dark, the building mostly nondescript except 
for a large sign over the door with a four-foot-long mailbox. 
The name of the bar was painted across its silver surface, 
the o in box the male g symbol. I suppose the uninformed 
might have missed the significance of all of it. If you were 
naive enough. My mom would certainly have pretended not 
to notice that “mail” was spelled “male.” And as boring as 
the building looked, one might not have known it was a bar 
on a typical afternoon. But the bar was busy tonight. There 
was a line waiting to get in, people crossing the streets 
from different directions to join, and even a hotdog vendor 
on the sidewalk. 


If Tommy was an entertainer in such a busy place, that 
said something I supposed. 


But still. 

Tommy. 

Cute, hairy Tommy. 

In a dress? No beard? 

I shuddered. 

“You are a poop,” Tommy said. 

I turned to him. “How am I a poop?” 


“You're doing it. You’re judging me again.” 

“I’m not!” I cried. I wasn’t judging him. I just didn’t 
want to picture my... I just didn’t want to picture Tommy 
looking like a woman. He made a great guy. 

“Whatever,” he said. 

“Look, you two,” Jeannie hissed. “If you’re done, can 
we get going? This backseat sucks ass. Besides, the light is 
green.” 

“Sorry!” Tommy hit the gas and away we went. 

It only took about five minutes to get back to Romantic 
Voyages. 

However it wasn’t a pleasant sight. 

Because right there in front of the center were a 
couple of police cars. 

“Oh God,” I said. I felt myself break out into a sweat. 
“Now what?” 

“Shit,” said Tommy. 

“Can you let me out?” I asked. I needed to know what 
was going on, and I needed to know right away. No parking 
and walking. 

“Sure,” Tommy said and pulled up in front. 

I took a deep breath and jumped out of the car. 

“Hey,” Jeannie bleated. “I’m out too. Sorry, Tommy!” 

“It’s okay,” he said as she scrambled out after me. “TIl 
just park and be with you as soon as I can.” 

I hadn’t gone twenty feet, hadn’t even gotten to the 
door of the hotel, when I spotted Detective Townsend. It 
couldn’t have been Brookhart? He spotted me and headed 
right for me. 

“Where have you been?” he asked without preamble. 

“We've been to see a movie,” Jeanne said before I 
could answer. She’d stepped forward, arms across her 
chest in her Wonder Woman pose, protecting me once 


again. “Where have you been? Cruising the parks for evil 
homos?” As I’ve said, the tiger comes out of Jeannie when it 
comes to me. 

His eyes slitted, those brows coming together in a 
single line. “Ma’am, I need to talk to your friend here.” 

“You can talk to both of us,” she declared. 

“What’s happened?” I asked. “Did someone else get 
hurt?” 

Detective Townsend snorted. “Nah. Nothing like that. 
Just some porn.” 

“Porn?” I asked. 

“Yeah,” he answered. “Some paintings. Took a knife to 
them. Seems someone doesn’t like your taste in art.” 


I PUSHED past Detective Townsend like he wasn’t the 
mountain he was and ran for the door and nearly flew 
inside. I dashed past a couple of police officers and straight 
to the art room. 

Took a knife to them, Townsend had said. A knife to 
“some” paintings. Paintings he considered porn. My God! 
What had they done? How many? All of them? Some of 
them? Where were Peter and Kent? 

Peter and Kent, along with Wade and Detective 
Brookhart, were by their paintings. 

At first I didn’t know what I was seeing. 

I couldn’t quite focus. Things on the floor. Frames. 
Easels. Tiny pieces of color everywhere? 

Was I hallucinating? Was I looking at a series of 
endless empty frames hanging with the remnants of 
tattered canvas? Everything seemed to swim in and out of 
focus for a moment. 

But no. Not endless empty frames. 


Thank God for that. 


But it was bad. Oh, it was bad all right. But not what 
I’d seen in my imagination. 

The first of both Peter’s and Kent’s paintings were 
shreds. It was all I could do not to cry at the sight, and 
when I turned to Peter, I saw that he had been crying. His 
eyes were swollen and red, his face wet. His painting, the 
one of two men—one shirtless and muscular as hell, the 
other in drag—had been destroyed. It was in strips and 
shreds and tiny little pieces. The only reason I even knew 
which one had been destroyed was because it was the first 
in line and the one Tommy had admired so much. 


The next thing I knew there was a tiny piece of the 
canvas in my hand and I was staring at it, trying to figure 
out what part of the painting it was and how the quarter- 
sized piece got in my hand in the first place. I must have 
picked it up. 

In shock I turned back to Peter. “I am so sorry,” I said, 
and when I went to him, he just fell into my arms. 


“Why, Jude? Why would anyone do something like 
this?” 

He started to cry again and all I could do was rock him 
in my arms. Who indeed? 


Then there were other arms around us both and when 
I shifted my head I saw it was Tommy. He, too, had tears 
running down his cheeks, and I felt a lurch in my chest. The 
pain in his eyes was real. The feeling in those eyes! And he 
barely knew Peter. Peter? What about Kent? I looked over 
at the man and he was sitting on one of the stools, a shell- 
shocked look on his face. God. What had happened to his 
paintings? 

“Go,” Tommy whispered in my ear, and I slowly 
disentangled myself, letting Tommy take over, and walked 


over to Kent. Wade was beside him of course, an arm 
around his shoulder. 

And then I could see the damage that Kent had 
suffered. 

Again, a painting was in shreds. 

It was Desert Storm. 

I can’t really describe what happened to me right then 
as I looked at an all but empty frame. I felt dizzy. I felt pain. 
Like some awful thing was swelling in my chest and 
wanting to tear itself out of me, tear right through my 
ribcage. Words failed me. 

The loss. 

The violation. 

Like they had shredded something inside me. 

And not just for me at all. I was feeling all this loss and 
horror, and I couldn’t even imagine what it felt like for 
Peter. 

For Kent. 


The loss for Kent and his art and all he had put into the 
piece. 

Like Peter’s painting, Desert Storm was a complete 
loss. It was as if whoever had destroyed it had gone 
berserk. The anger that must have been present in the 
person. No. The hatred. Rage even. It was horrifying. 


I felt drunk. Disoriented. I knew Kent’s loss was far 
worse than mine and that I needed to say something. But 
what could I say? There were no words. Nothing I could do 
to make it right. 

I looked at Kent. I looked at Wade. They both appeared 
devastated. Detective Brookhart was talking to Kent and 
Kent was answering, but his words were sluggish. Like he, 
too, felt drunk. 


Then suddenly it hit me. 


Their favorite painting! 
My favorite painting. 
True Love. Had this person destroyed...? 


I rounded on the other paintings and once more, for 
just a minute, suffered that disorientation. So surreal. 


The painting seemed to be glowing. It looked even 
more three-dimensional than usual. It was like when I was 
back in college and used to do mushrooms. 


Slowly the world became normal and I could see that 
yes, True Love was there before me. Real. Not destroyed. 
Not slashed. Not... 


Then I saw it. Just above the shoulder of the man on 
the right. 


A hole. 


“Kent says he can fix it,” came a voice so dead it 
chilled me. 


I turned and Wade was standing just behind me. He 
pointed at the hole, the place where the knife had entered, 
but not—thank God—not slashed. Like the wielder had 
plunged his knife in and then stopped. 


“Security,” Wade mumbled. “Whoever did this set off 
some kind of alarm. They showed up. We can only be 
grateful that they did show up.” 


I put my hands on Wade’s shoulder and to my surprise 
he stepped into me, dropped his chin on my shoulder and 
pulled me tight. 

“Did they see anything?” I asked. 

“No,” he said. “They heard something. Whoever it was 
ran. Knocked stuff over.” 

I stood on tiptoes to look over his shoulder. Yes. Easels 
were knocked over. A few paintings were on the floor. But it 
looked like the slasher had “only” destroyed two pieces and 
damaged this last one. 


“How could anyone do such a thing?” Wade asked. 
“There is so much hate in the world. It took me forever to 
come out. I hid all my life. I was so afraid, you know? Then 
I met Kent and I took that chance. And this happens.” 


“Kent will fix it,” I said. 

“I just hope he can,” Wade said. “He’s got to.” 

“T will, baby,” came Kent’s voice. 

Wade pulled away from me and went into Kent’s arms. 


“I promise,” Kent assured him. The reversal of roles, 
the younger man taking care of the older, the man whose 
art was destroyed taking care of the lover. My heart nearly 
stopped at the sight. 


Love. True love. 


I turned on Detective Brookhart. “Who or what’s 
next?” I asked. “Me? An artist? Jeannie?” 

“Me?” said Jeannie. 

I jumped. I hadn’t realized she was there. 

“Why not you?” I said, spinning on her. “You’re a part 
of all this. There’s a crazy person out there. Someone who 
hates gays or New Visions Press. Or me.” I swiveled on one 
heel back to Detective Brookhart. “Who’s next? Who gets 
hurt next time? Are they going to kill someone before this is 
over?” 


Suddenly I couldn’t wait to see Chicago again: the city 
streets, Boystown, the theaters, the skyscrapers, the John 
Hancock building, the black monolith that would always be 
the Sears Tower to me—no matter that the Willis Group had 
bought it. Kansas City had embodied the idea of a fun 
getaway. That’s not what it was turning out to be. 


“Easy,” the detective said, holding out a hand. “We’re 
doing the best we can. We can’t be everywhere. Whoever 
this man is....” 


“Man?” I snapped. “You don’t know shit.” 


“Whoever this person is, they’ve struck in ways we 
couldn’t have done anything about. Maybe it would be best 
if New Visions Press just packed up....” 


“Fuck that!” I cried. “No way. Romantic Dreams is 
about love and romance. And our love has just as much 
right to be here as anyone else’s. Our love should be 
celebrated just as much as any other kind of love. We have 
just as much business as anyone to be here. And it’s 
obvious someone doesn’t like it. You can’t make us leave. 
We’re not going anywhere. You need to find out who’s doing 
this and stop them.” 


“I was only suggesting you leave so no one else is 
hurt.” 


I shook. Fought the tremors that were threatening to 
overtake me. “People were hurt tonight,” I said as calmly as 
I could. 

“Paintings were hurt tonight, Jude,” she replied. 
“Paintings can be replaced. People can’t.” 


For a split second I actually saw red. Just like in one of 
my stories. I bit the insides of my cheeks, clenched my 
hands into fists so tight they hurt. Calm yourself. Keep 
calm. 

“Detective Brookhart. Are you a creative person? Is 
there something you do to express yourself?” 

Her eyes flicked. I could see she was thinking it over. 
She looked away. Then back. “I make quilts.” 

I tried not to react, but it was difficult. Rough, tough, 
dyke Detective Brookhart made quilts? 

“My grandmother taught me,” she explained. “I still 
have one she made me on my bed.” 

Ah. “What if one of your quilts was destroyed? All 
those hours lost. No. What if your grandmother’s quilt was 
destroyed?” 


Her eyes hardened. “I wouldn’t like that at all.” 


“Of course not. Because it’s more than the hours that 
went into it, right? Peter has told me it takes him a week to 
paint one of his pieces. I can’t imagine how long it takes to 
sew a quilt. But it’s more than the hours, isn’t it?” 


“Yes,” she answered quietly. 


“It’s the care that went into each and every stitch? The 
love? The time. The creativity. The soul perhaps? Your 
grandmother’s quilt can’t be replaced. You couldn’t just 
‘make’ another one.” 


She shook her head. 


“What’s happening is more than the fact that someone 
doesn’t like ‘our’ kind of love. They’ve violated us. They’ve 
violated Peter and Kent. Their spouses. Me. You! Anyone 
who loves art.” 


“Okay. I get it. But, Jude, you know as well as I do that 
there is nothing I can do to stop hatred. I’ve faced that as 
well as you have.” 


I froze. Locked eyes with her. Felt my shoulders slump. 
Of course she had. I was sure a lesbian had had a lot of 
problems being a police officer. I’d heard the stories of gay 
men on the force. Wouldn’t things be just as bad for her? If 
not worse? 

“My suggestion wasn’t that you run. It was only to 
protect you. Rest assured that there will be more police in 
attendance. We’ll be watching the art room. The halls. 
Everything. No one else will get hurt.” 


“I hope so,” I said. “I surely do.” 


CHAPTER 13 


“JUDE, you calling it quits for the night?” Tommy asked me. 

“I should,” I answered. I shivered. I was still 
completely unsettled. We were standing just at the edge of 
the hotel lobby and the hall that joined it to the convention 
center. “Restless,” I said, looking over my shoulder to the 
door of the art room. “I’m afraid Ill be up all night.” 

“Then let’s have a cocktail.” 

“Your cosmopolitans?” 

“All out, I’m afraid. But the hotel has a bar and I bet 
it’s still open.” 

“Hello! Person here!” Jeannie squawked. I actually 
jumped. To my embarrassment, I’d forgotten all about her 
again. 

Tommy had the good graces to blush. “You want to join 
us?” 

“I do not want to join you. I am going to bed. All this 
totally blows.” She spun on me. “And this really better not 
be all your fault.” 

“My fault?” I cried. 

“You and that rampant gay cock of yours!” 

“Jeannie!” I was disturbed she would even say such a 
thing. 

Turning around she stalked off, but cast one last 
comment over her shoulder, “Just remember what I told 
you. Ill be pissed if you do something other than that.” 


I shook my head. I had no idea what to make of that. I 
looked at Tommy, who shrugged. 


“Come on.” 


A quick stroll through the hotel lobby and up three 
steps and we were in the darkened little bar. Tommy was 
right. It was still open. It was pretty quiet though—the 
music was barely audible. The lighting was low, the colors 
muted with snips of deep reds and dark browns, and there 
were only a few booths and a half dozen little tables. The 
whole film noir image of the place was made complete by 
the bartender who—face in shadow—wiped the bar with a 
small towel. 


Tommy scrambled up onto one of the bar stools, and I 
followed suit. “Hey,” he said before the bartender had a 
chance to say a word. “How’re you this evening, Mr. 
Bartender?” 


Up close we could see him and he was quite handsome. 
Reminded me immediately of the actor Aaron Eckhart, a 
mix of sophisticated and rough at the same time. He smiled 
and I couldn’t help but be charmed. “I’m doing well. It’s a 
little slow this evening, but I’m good. Police showed up 
awhile back and the place cleared out in a flash.” 

“Ah, yes,” Tommy said. “The police. Tell me about it. 
What’s your name?” 

“Jim.” 

“Jim, I am Tommy and this is Jude and that police 
business was most unpleasant and helped ruin a perfectly 
fine evening. We need something to help us forget about it. 
Can you suggest anything?” 

“Do you mean something that I can provide?” His 
smiled broadened. 

Tommy raised that brow of his. “Well, in this instance I 
did mean a drink, yes, Jim.” 


Jim gave him a smile. 

“What do you suggest?” 

“Are you wanting a shot? Cocktail?” 

“Again, we are open to suggestions. We just don’t want 
to take a long time getting to the forgetting stage.” 

Jim nodded. “Martini? Gin?” 

“Gin? That depends. Do you make a good martini, 
Jim?” 

Jim tilted his head, nodded, and despite the smile, his 
eyes grew Serious. “The best.” 

“Can you make them better than me?” 

“I don’t know, Tommy. I take it you make a good 
martini?” 

“T do. I really do.” Tommy laughed and finally looked at 
me. “Two gin martinis. Gin okay with you, Jude?” 


“Sure,” I said marveling at the exchange. At Tommy, 
the man who had been crying with my artist friends only 
moments ago, now once more the cheerful extrovert. “As 
long as they’re cold martinis.” 


“Cold is the only way to have a gin martini, right, Jim? 
Are your martinis cold?” 

“Colder than a mother-in-law’s kiss,” he said. 

Tommy grinned. “Colder than a polar bear’s balls?” 

“If you wish.” 

“Oh, we wish. Right, Jude?” 

I looked at Tommy. His face filled with mirth. Five 
minutes ago, tears. And now? “Colder than a nun’s buns in 
a steel chastity belt,” I said, not knowing what else to do. 
Trying to join in with the spirit of the exchange. 

“You want them dirty?” Jim asked and took two martini 
glasses and filled them to overflowing with ice. 


“No,” I said quickly. “Extra olives. But please make the 
martinis clean. Very, very clean.” 

Jim ducked and then pulled a bottle of Tanqueray from 
the ice bin, held it up for inspection. 

Tommy nodded enthusiastically. 

“You both want them clean?” he asked. 

“Cleaner than Alfred Hitchcock’s,” Tommy said. 

“How’s that?” I asked. 

“Five parts gin and a quick glance at a bottle of 
vermouth,” Jim said with a smirk. 

“Or like Winston Churchill’s,” Tommy said. “A tumbler 
of gin while bowing in the direction of France.” 

“Sounds good,” I said. 

“But don’t forget the extra olives,” Tommy added. 

“Of course not.” Jim turned and got to work, and I 
noticed what a nice butt he had. When I looked back at 
Tommy, he was watching me with amusement. 

“What can I say?” I blushed. Apparently having 
grieving friends didn’t stop my libido. “A thing of beauty is 
a joy forever.” 

“Or at least until sunrise,” Tommy said and turned to 
look back at Jim. “To quote Saint Harvey Fierstein.” Jim 
was Shaking his cocktail mixer and it somehow it made his 
butt look even better. 

“Don’t you have to be dead to be a saint?” I asked. 

“Tbelieve in living saints,” Tommy said. 

“Especially when it comes to someone like Mr. 
Fierstein,” Jim said, turning back to us. 

Tommy’s smile turned radiant. “Jim knows of Saint 
Fierstein.” He gave me a knowing smile. 

“Of course I do,” he said. 

Which meant there was a damned good chance Jim 
was gay. My gaydar hadn’t even pinged once. 


Jim emptied the glasses of their ice and then filled 
them while holding the shaker high and spilling not a drop. 
A second later there was a cocktail stick with four olives in 
each of our glasses. He nodded and we took up our drinks. 

Tommy turned to me and something new came into his 
eyes. The devil was gone. “To art,” Tommy said, his voice 
serious. 

I almost gasped. Nodded instead. “To art,” I 
whispered. He’d done it again. Changed moods like a 
chameleon changed its coloring. How did he do that? God, I 
hope you're not bi-polar or something. 

We clinked glasses and sipped. 

The martinis were fab-ulous! 

There was look of bliss on Tommy’s face. “Smooth and 
frigid cold,” he said. “Just as God intended.” 

“As good as you make them?” asked Jim. 

“At least that good,” Tommy said with a near delirious 
sigh, and slid a twenty across the bar. “Keep the change.” 


“So,” Tommy said, swirling the gin in his glass but 
somehow not spilling a molecule of his cocktail. “Worst 
date.” 


I was still discombobulated. “What?” I asked. 

“Tell me of your worst date.” 

I put my glass down. “Huh?” 

“Tell me a bad one. A really bad one.” 

“Why?” I asked, confused. 

“It’s a game,” Tommy said. “A get-our-mind-off-insane- 
killer-slashers game.” 

“Oh.” I shivered. 


“The point is not to shiver,” he said. “If I win, then you 
buy the next round.” 


“Win?” I asked. 

“If you win, I buy.” Tommy turned to Jim. “You game?” 

Jim had taken up his towel again but stopped at 
Tommy’s words. “You want to know my worst date?” 

“Yes,” Tommy said. 

Jim looked around the empty bar. “What’s in it for 
me?” 

Tommy sighed dramatically. “Boys! This is supposed to 
be fun! Okay, if you win, we buy you a drink.” 

“T never drink on the job,” he said, one corner of his 
mouth curling up. 

“Never?” Tommy asked, astonished. 

“Never,” Jim said. 

Tommy sighed again. “Okay, then, you get a big tip.” 

“You already gave me a nice one.” 

“Aarrgghhh!” Tommy cried. 

Jim laughed. “Okay!” He rinsed his shaker and put it 
away—gjiving himself a chance to think maybe? 

“I was taking this guy out on what I thought was a 
special date,” he said. 

Which mean that Jim was, in fact, gay. Hurray for our 
team! 

“I knew from a friend that there was this restaurant 
that he’d always wanted to go to. I’d no sooner picked him 
up when he asked where we were going. Well, I wanted to 
surprise him so I told him he’d have to wait. But he keeps 
asking, and I keep trying to dodge the answer and all of a 
sudden he screams, ‘Where the fuck are we going? 
Needless to say I turned around and drove him right 
home.” 

“Gosh,” I said. 


“Gosh is right. It sucked. And it was going to be an 
expensive dinner too. Le Fou Frog, this really amazing 
French place.” 


“Not bad,” Tommy said. 
“Your turn,” Jim said. 


Tommy rolled his eyes and took a sip of his martini. 
“It’s pretty gross,” Tommy said and leaned on the bar. 
Blinked his lashes comically. 


“We're all ears,” I said nervously and drank some of 
my martini. I wasn’t sure I was into this. Worst date? Fuck! 
Which one of a multitude would it be? 


“I was nineteen,” Tommy said. He ran his fingers 
through his thick hair. “A freshman in college, and to my 
shock, Bob, the football hero of my high school, calls me 
and asks me if I want to go to Worlds of Fun with him.” 


“Worlds of Fun?” I asked. 
“It’s like Six Flags,” Jim said. “A big theme park.” 


Tommy looked at us seriously for a second and then his 
expression dissolved into one of campy drama. “I couldn’t 
believe it. I’d fantasized about Bob for years—jerked off 
thinking about him a thousand times—but he was always 
dating chicks. Never dreamed I really had a chance with 
him. You know that song “You Belong With Me,” by Taylor 
Swift? All melodrama about the boy-crush who likes the 
‘wrong’ girl? You know, she wears short-skirts and I wear T- 
shirts? That was me. Oh my God! And there he was, calling, 
wanting to spend a day with me, and I was trying to figure 
out if it was a date or a trick or what. I had never imagined 
Bob might be gay.” Tommy laid the back of his hand over 
his forehead and tossed his head back. “Oh, lamour, 
lamour!” 


Jim and I laughed. How could we help it? 


“So he comes and picks me up and we’re in his hot 
little mustang that his rich dad bought for him, the top 
down, and suddenly he’s telling me he’s liked me forever. I 
was so excited. This guy was hot. I mean really hot. And he 
liked me!” 


“Tommy,” Jim said. “You are really hot.” 


I jerked. Had Jim just told Tommy he was hot? I 
narrowed my eyes and studied him. Yes. I could see it on 
his face. The SOB was cruising Tommy. 


Tommy just waved the comment off. Had some more of 
his martini. Could he be oblivious to Jim’s interest? 
“Whatever. Anyway, we are on this rollercoaster and all of a 
sudden he starts puking. He can’t stop. It is all over us and 
flying back on the people behind us and then, of course, I 
start puking and—well, needless to say we went home right 
after that and there was no sex.” 

“Holy shit,” I gasped, horrified. 

Tommy let his head fall back and hooted that delight- 
filled laugh of his. “He never called back either. I saw him a 
year later and he totally ignored me.” Tommy stopped and 
got all grim again. “Then like ten years later I find out from 
this guy that Bob has been telling people for years that I 
was the one that started throwing up. That it was just me. I 
was so damned embarrassed. Ten years later and I was 
embarrassed. Pretty stupid, huh?” 

“I don’t know,” I said. “I wouldn’t like someone 
spreading something like that about me.” 

“Serious!” yelled Tommy. “No seriousness!” 

“Your turn,” Jim said, his attention moving to me. 

Holy shit. Now he was looking at me with that steamy 
look. He was flirting with me now? Or was it my 
imagination? He was hot enough to make your dick hard, I 
can say that. My mind went blank. I’d already been trying 
to think of a story, but now? 


“Yeah,” said Tommy. “Dish.” 


My mouth opened and closed about a dozen times. It 
was only the thought that I might look like a fish that got 
my mind working again. Did I tell them about Geoff and his 
Vienna-sausage-sized dick? The guy that wanted me to 
change his diaper? The man who wanted to kill his 
mother.... Kill? 


Right then I knew what story to tell. I hadn’t thought of 
him in years. I couldn’t even remember his name. I took a 
good swallow of martini. 


“I was working at a gas station,” I said. “And there was 
this cute guy that used to come in. Sorta hippie-ish—” 


“Eww!” said Tommy. 


“But clean,” I added quickly. “Red-brown thick hair, not 
even to his shoulders. Little wire-rimmed glasses. And a 
thick mustache. I used to stare at it and wondet....” I 
blushed. 

“What it would feel like running up and down your 
crack?” Tommy asked. 

“What his mouth would look like with my dick in it,” I 
corrected and blushed all the harder. 


Jim chuckled and Tommy joined him. 
“I know that’s right,” Tommy said. 


“He’d come into the station about once a month and 
talk and talk and talk. Sometimes I listened and sometimes 
I didn’t.” 

“Just stared at that mouth,” Tommy said, and 
snickered. 


I nodded. “One day I totally stunned myself when I just 
suddenly said, ‘God I want to get into your pants.’ I had just 
blurted it out. Well, I just froze in horror. That was my 
fucking out-loud voice, I thought, and I looked at him, 
knowing I was about to die. Or at least lose my job. He was 


frozen too and then to my total surprise he starts nodding 
and says, ‘Okay, when do you get off?’” 


“Did you tell him just as soon as he got his mouth 
around your knob?” Tommy asked. 


“Let him finish his story!” Jim said. 


I shook my head, still blushing, still amazed at what I’d 
done all those years ago. “I was young, you know? I hadn’t 
been with many men—” 


“Just thirty or so,” Tommy said. 


“Tommy, you’re going to forfeit this game if you don’t 
stop,” Jim warned. 


Tommy waved for me to continue. 


“Well... he told me he’d meet me outside after my shift 
and sure enough he showed—I was sure he wouldn’t—and 
he has a bottle of wine and we go back to my place. We 
barely cracked the bottle and we were in bed and he was 
just going wild. Crying out and crying too. Tears running 
down his face. He begged me to fuck him and then keeps 
telling me to fuck him harder. I am like all shocked and 
excited and worried I’ll lose my hard-on at the same time. I 
mean talk about performance anxiety. Then he starts 
shooting all over the place. It was so hot I started cumming 
too.” 


“Okay, I don’t think you understood the game,” Tommy 
said, fanning himself. “This is supposed to be a bad date.” 


“Oh it was,” I assured him—both of them. “Okay, so we 
are laying there in ‘post-coital bliss’ and he says something 
about how he was sorry he hadn’t been able to cum, he 
hasn’t cum in over five years. I am, like, what the fuck? He 
is, like, dripping with cum and he doesn’t know it? Then it 
gets really weird....” 


“Then it gets weird?” Tommy asked. 


“He starts telling me that he was in the war and he 
was, like, this slave or something to his sergeant or 
whatever. Like major time, and he had to lick the guy’s 
boots and serve his friends sexually at little private parties 
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“Well, that could be hot, I guess,” Tommy said, 
interrupting once more. “At least as a fantasy.” 

“Tommy,” Jim said, snickering, “let him finish!” 

“—but then he starts telling me he was an assassin and 


how to kill people and ways to booby trap dead bodies to 
kill other people and—” 

“Holy shit,” Jim gasped. 

“—I was, like, scared shitless! Thank God the phone 
rings and it was a friend of mine, and I told him to get the 
fuck over to my place right away. I was envisioning myself 
cut up in little pieces by the time my buddy got there, you 
know?” I took the last of my martini in a swig. 


So did Tommy. 


“But my buddy got there and my trick got all freaked 
out and embarrassed and ran out and he never showed up 
at the gas station again.” 


“Thank God for that!” Tommy exclaimed. “Holy shit! 
Jude wins!” He turned to Jim. “Jude wins. Wouldn’t you say 
Jude wins?” 

Jim nodded. “I would say.” 


“Although it wasn’t a funny story,” Tommy added, 
turning back to me. “It was supposed to be funny.” 


“You never said anything about it being funny. You said 
a worst date. I mean, for a while there I thought maybe my 
religious fanatic mom was right and I was being punished 
by God. Now I can’t even figure the story out. Like what 
war he served in. He looked too young to have served in 
Vietnam and the numbers didn’t work out for the Gulf War. 


I guess he was just a weirdo. And honey, I have met a lot of 
weirdos!” 


It was then I noticed Jim shaking his cocktail mixer. 


I aM not sure who paid or if Jim got a tip or what happened 
after that. The rules for our little game were too confusing 
for me. But I did have another martini. 


“Here’s to the freakin’ weekend,” Tommy sang happily. 

“TIl drink to that,” I continued and was amazed again 
by Tommy and his moods. “How do you do that?” I asked 
him. 

“What?” 

“Not a half hour ago you were crying and now you’re 
laughing and singing.” 

“Did you want me to keep crying?” 

“Well, one could doubt your sincerity,” I said. 

“Do you doubt my sincerity?” 

“I... I don’t think so, but I don’t know you.” 


“Jude, if I was still crying would that help Peter or Kent 
or Wade?” 

“No,” I said. “But....” 

“But what?” 

“How do you turn it off?” I asked him. “How do you go 
from mood to mood the way you do? Crying to singing.” 

“Practice,” he said and took a sip of his martini. “Any 
path is called a ‘practice’, right? It’s cuz you gotta practice 
what you preach. My tears won’t repair their paintings. So 
why cry? If I think about it, I still feel pain for them, for 
their art....” 

“Their art?” Jim asked. 


“Long story,” Tommy replied. 

“But to just turn it off?” I said, a tad disconcerted. 

“T haven’t turned it off. But I won’t let it rule me. How 
do you think I didn’t kill myself in high school? You think 
my school had a gay and lesbian support group twenty 
years ago? You think everybody didn’t know about me? Do 
you think I could have hidden the fact that I was a queer 
even if I wanted to?” 

I tried not to laugh. Tommy hiding his gayness might 
have been like Whoopie Goldberg trying to hide the fact 
that she was African-American. 

“I decide my emotions won’t rule me. I find a way to—” 

“Turn it around,” sang Jim, continuing our little song. 

“Hear, hear,” Tommy said. 


So then I decided to have another martini, although 
Tommy opted out. 


“Tm driving after all,” he said. 


Jim’s eyes narrowed. “You two aren’t staying in the 
hotel?” 


Tommy and I looked at each other, then at Jim. What 
was he asking? 


“T had just assumed.” Jim leaned on the bar between 
us, passing a steamy look to the both of us. I felt my heart 
speed up. “I was just wondering if you two play with 
friends.” 

Did we play with friends? What was that supposed to 
mean? 

“Play with friends?” Tommy tilted his head, then 
leaned an elbow on the bar. “Whatever do you mean, Jim?” 

Jim cleared his throat, and the heat in those eyes of his 
rose another notch or two. “Are you two exclusive, or do 
you invite friends.” 


My mouth fell open. Jim thought we were a couple! 

“Jim. Are you making a pass at us?” Tommy rested his 
chin in his palm. 

Jim smiled. “Yes,” he said in a husky whisper. “I think 
you two are great. I bet you’re fun.” 

“Cheap talker, dirty walker,” Tommy cooed. 


“We’re not a couple,” I said, a little too quickly, a little 
too loudly. 


Jim was visibly surprised. “Really? I just assumed....” 


“Why?” I asked. What had made him think such a 
thing? Me and Tommy? I almost snorted, and somehow 
stopped before I did. I looked at Tommy’s (cute) profile and 
tried to imagine how Jim had gotten such an idea. 


“Hey, I’m sorry.” Jim stood up straight, the steam in his 
eyes gone. “Just the way you two are around each other. 
Kinda married....” 

“Married?” I squeaked. 

Tommy turned to me, eyebrows raised, an amused look 
on his face. I didn’t even know how to interpret it. Was that 
a challenge? “No, we’re not married. We hardly know each 
other,” he told Jim. 

Jim stepped back and leaned on the counter behind 
him. “Well, you two got something going on. It’s nice. You 
should pursue whatever it is.” 

I goggled at him. 

“We haven’t even slept with each other,” Tommy said, 
still looking at me. Then he turned to Jim. “Yet.” 

Yet? 

“His best friend says we have to wait until Sunday 
night,” Tommy continued. 

My mouth fell open. What? Jeannie told him that? They 
had talked about me like that? About that? Holy shit. I was 


flabbergasted. Then it hit me. 


Just remember what I told you! I'll be pissed if you do 
something other than that. 


Is that what she meant? And had she been talking to 
me or Tommy? 


Tommy looked back at me and laughed. “Relax, sugar. 
I’m just pulling your leg.” 

Except waiting until Sunday is just what Jeannie had 
told me I should do. Tommy couldn’t have just made that 
up. 

My throat locked up. Then something totally 
unexpected happened. I found I couldn’t stop looking at 
Tommy. It was like I was falling into those eyes. Those eyes. 
God, even in the darkened bar they were gorgeous. 
Tommy’s smile broadened and those deep laugh lines took 
over his face and my heart sped up about fifty percent. 


What the hell? 
“God, look at you two,” Jim said. 


My head swiveled as fast as that kid in The Exorcist. 
“What?” I asked. 


He shook his head. “Never mind. On that note, it is 
time for me to close.” 


“Close?” I echoed. 


“Closing time, as the song goes. That’s why I made an 
unprofessional fool of myself and made a pass at you two. I 
don’t usually do that, but the energy that was crackling 
between you was too much for me.” 


“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said and 
spared Tommy a look. Maybe I shouldn’t have. He was 
staring at me and his face... God. I can’t even begin to 
explain what was going on there, but my heart sped up 
even more. 


“I do need to get home and get some rest if I’m coming 
back tomorrow,” Tommy said. 


“You'll be back?” I asked, my voice cracking like a 
teenaged boy’s. 


“Jeannie says tomorrow is the day Romantic Voyages is 
open to the general public. The special rate membership— 
forty dollars or something.” He rolled his eyes. “Special 
rate? Now that’s funny!” 


“Well, you know,” I said. “I can’t figure out why you 
paid that outrageous membership for the whole weekend 
and then did nothing but sit at our table.” 


“Then you are truly stupid, my fine friend.” That last 
was Jim and I turned to him, mouth agape. 


“Come on, let’s let Jim close,” Tommy said. “Hug?” he 
asked Jim. 


“Sure.” Jim came around the bar and Tommy gave him 
a huge hug, kissed his cheek. Then Jim came to me, and I 
gave him a perfunctory hug. I was still in a daze—some, but 
not all, of it alcohol induced. It was only when I stood up 
that I realized how looped I was. Three martinis will do 
that. Maybe that was what was going on here? Martini- 
prompted craziness? 


“You boys have a nice evening. Tommy, you drive safe.” 
“T will,” Tommy said. 


I followed Tommy out the door, weaving slightly, and 
down the steps into the hotel lobby. “I’ll walk you to your 
car,” I said. 

“Oh no you won't,” Tommy said. “I’m parked a block 
and a half away—I wasn’t paying the hotel garage rate— 
and you are on your way to blotto-land if you aren’t there 
already.” 


“T’m not,” I slurred. 


Tommy grinned, those laugh lines appearing, and said, 
“Oh yes, sweet prince. You are. Go to bed. I will see you 
tomorrow.” He leaned in to hug me and I kissed him. 


Yes. 

I kissed him. 

It wasn’t a little one, either. 

No tongues. Tommy pulled away before I could barely 
lick his lower (sexy) lip and stared at me. Shook his finger. 
“It’s only Friday,” he said. “Now go to bed.” And with that 
he turned and walked away. 

I stood there, swaying. 


What the hell had I done? 


CHAPTER 14 


THE next day was insane. If I thought the convention had 
been busy before, I was wrong. Suddenly the floodgates 
had opened and a plethora of people arrived. Waiting for 
that “cheap” one-day membership, I guessed. 


The biggest draw for Saturday was the author readings 
and signings. It was a chance for fans to meet famous 
authors like Sue Grafton, Heather Graham, Jade Lee, Carol 
Nelson Douglas, Janet Miller, Nora Roberts, Bobbi Smith, 
Susan Elizabeth Phillips, Cherry Adair, and even Charlaine 
Harris. Charlaine Harris! Imagine the author of the books 
the show True Blood was based on coming to Romantic 
Voyages. Were her books even romances? Really? 

Saturday was a day for some of the best industry and 
self-published authors, and graphic novel authors as well. 
So many! People like Ariel Tachna, Phillip Brandt (oh 
yippee!), Clay Bower, Nicki Bennett, Alix Bekins, J.P. 
Barnaby, Mary Calmes, Amy Lane, Mickie Ashling, Andrew 
Grey, and C.L. Miles—some of whom I knew and who even 
worked for New Visions, and some were just people I really 
wanted to meet. Zahra Owens had actually flown in from 
Belgium, and Elin Gregory had come all the way from 
Wales! When was I going to be in the same place as either 
of them again? 

I knew I would have to figure out a way to get away 
from the table to say “Hi,” meet or at least slobber over 
them like a silly fan. 


I was terrified for some reason of what would happen 
when Tommy showed up, but when he did, it was business 
as usual. If weird things went on between us the night 
before, if I really had kissed him, he acted like nothing had 
happened. 

Naturally Tommy had a new outfit. Hawaiian shirt 
again, but this one was white and covered in rainbow 
hibiscus, and his hula skirt (of course he had one) was a 
rainbow riot as well, with matching leis (was there any 
other possibility?). Even the reading glasses he used that 
day went with the outfit (“I just had to dig for them is all,” 
he told me). The customers loved it. 


And we were wildly busy. Jeannie even called Stan to 
see if he would be willing to make another trip with books. 
It was insane. Never had we sold books like we did that 
day. 

But then there was something that had helped really 
boost our sales. 


We hadn’t been open an hour when a news crew from a 
local television station came in and asked to do an 
interview with me. I was stunned. 


“No way!” I burst out. 
“Yes way!” Jeannie and Tommy chorused in unison. 


I tried to shake both the news crew and my “friends” 
off, but they wouldn’t hear of it. 


“They’ll ask me if I stabbed Dino!” I cried. 
“They’ll ask if you had sex with Dino,” Jeannie said. 


“And the answer you must give is yes,” Tommy 
proclaimed. 


“Are you out of your cotton-picking mind?” I all but 
shouted. 


“Publicity!” Jeannie said. 
“You couldn’t get better,” Tommy confirmed. 


“This is just awful. You’re worried about book sales and 
poor Dino is still in the hospital and we don’t even know if 
he’s going to make it—” 

“Yes!” And Tommy did shout that. “Before I left this 
morning I called Gee, my nurse friend, and Dino is coming 
along fine.” 


I immediately felt a sense of relief wash over me that 
even took away my fear of revealing my sex life on 
television. For Dino. That Dino was okay. For me. That he 
could prove my innocence. Life could be restored to 
normalcy. “Oh thank God.” 


“It’s true. So now, let’s get you on television.” 


It wasn’t a long drawn-out process but I was glad I’d 
showered and trimmed my beard that morning. I’d shaved 
my scruff into a goatee and played with my hair for an hour, 
and finally Jeannie had begun to tease me about it. “Tommy 
knows what you look like,” she’d said. 


“Who?” I asked, all innocence, and felt my gut clench. 
What was going on with me? 

“Don’t even play that game with me.” 

“And what’s with telling Tommy that we had to wait 
until Sunday to have sex? Why were you even talking to 
him about that? Do you know how that makes me feel?” 

“All violated?” Jeannie asked melodramatically. 

“I can’t believe you were even talking with him about 
my sex life,” I answered. “Why would you be talking to a 
total stranger about my sex life?” 

“I don’t know. We talked about a lot of things. Sex just 
naturally came up. I was talking to a gay man. You gays 
hardly talk about anything else.” 

The lady from the television station did ask if I’d had 
sex with Dino. Besides asking if I’d stabbed him. The 
answers, in order, were that I was a gentleman and didn’t 


kiss and tell (which I figured probably let anyone know I 
had, in fact, had sex with Dino) and no, I had not stabbed 
him. 

She wanted to know how long I’d known him and I 
admitted I’d only met him Thursday. 

That was pretty much it. 

So it was no surprise that I was bombarded with 
customers asking the very same questions. I basically gave 
the same answers. 

I was also surprised that even one of the anthologies I 
edited, but had no story in, sold. They wanted anything and 
everything to do with me. 

Another surprise was the sudden appearance of Phillip 
Brandt, with two big fluffy pillows. He moved behind the 
table, and while I was standing to sign a book, he put his 
pillow down on my chair and made himself comfortable. 

As comfortable as he could with a stabbed ass. 

Of course we wanted details. 

He didn’t have many. He told us he’d left the room, 
he’d gone to the elevator, pressed the button, but decided 
to come back and ask us if we wanted to go out for dinner. 
“I remember hearing the elevator arrive and next the world 
turned into the worst pain I’ve ever felt.” 

Phillip claimed that’s all he knew. 

“Didn’t you see anything?” I asked. 


“Nope. That detective grilled me all morning about it. 
Ugly man. Looked like the bald sheriff on True Blood.” 


“He reminds me of Michael Ironside,” I said. 

“I can’t believe the hospital let you go so soon,” 
Jeannie said. 

“T insisted. Insurance you know. Thank God Rex has me 
on his insurance.” 


Rex was the supposed love of Phillip’s life. It hadn’t 
stopped him from trying to get me into bed. Well, I guess 
he actually did get me in bed. But there was no sex. That 
had been reserved for that fateful hot tub a couple of years 
back. While he was with Rex I might add. 


“Of course, you have been taking it in the ass for a 
long time,” Jeannie said with a pretended air of 
indifference. 


“Very funny,” he said with a huff. 


The thing is, it was funny! Phillip didn’t appreciate the 
laughter. He did appreciate the sales though. Word had 
spread about his being stabbed, and more than a dozen 
people asked if they could see his wound. And finally that 
bastard did! Yes! He stood, turned around, and dropped the 
back of his slacks revealing that glorious (bandaged) ass. 
There were even a couple of people who begged to have 
their pictures taken with it. The fucker let them too. 


All for sales. 
What a whore. 


But it was about then that something most unexpected 
occurred. 


I didn’t even understand what was happening at first. 


My fellow writers started dropping by—writers who 
meant something to me because I knew them, or had read 
them and admired them. Some were friends, but there 
were people who I’d never met before as well. My brothers 
and sisters who wrote male/male romances. The writers I’d 
hoped to have time with, but our brisk business had kept 
me shackled to our table. 

Ariel was one of the first. She doesn’t even write for us 
—although, damn, I wish she did. She came by all friendly 
and huge smiles—the way she is—and asked how we were 
doing, then suddenly reached across the table, grabbed my 
hand, and told me she believed me, believed in me. 


I was so startled I couldn’t respond. I just nodded and 
finally managed to get out a simple thank you. 

Next was Clay Bower, one of our newest writers—only 
one novella out and his first novel coming soon. He was my 
age and he had a beautiful young man with him named 
Luke (son? God—boyfriend?) and he _ apologized, 
apologized, that they hadn’t come by sooner. But since he 
didn’t have anything in paperback yet, and they (they? 
son?) lived less than an hour away, they (whoa, boyfriend, I 
realized when the blue-eyed young man took Clay’s hand) 
had only come into the city for the day. It wasn’t business 
that had brought him to the table. Clay wasn’t even 
checking in with “his bosses.” No. Clay was stopping to 
lend his support to me. 


“I believe you, Jude. You’re not capable of anything like 
that. You don’t have a violent bone in your body. If you need 
a character witness, I’m there.” 

I was stunned once again. 


“T can’t believe it,” I told Tommy. “I’ve only met the 
man once. Spent one weekend with him and a few other 
authors at a New Visions writers’ workshop weekend in 
New York.” 

“New York, you say? I love New York. Did you get to 
catch a show?” 

I nodded. 


“Of course you did,” he said. “You’re a fag. I hear Ricky 
Martin was in a revival of Evita! I wondered who he played 
and then I was like, duh! Eva Perón. Who else?” 


“I can’t believe Clay did that,” I said, ignoring his 
Tommyism. “Clay doesn’t know me, and here he is, lending 
me support?” 

Soon others came by. 

Mickie, who seemed so shy and whose writing showed 
a side you’d never imagine (very naughty, but powerful). 


“Kind” was the word I would use for her. I’d liked her the 
minute we met. 


Amy came to the table—with a bag of her knitting, of 
course—grabbed a seat, and joined us. She pulled out a 
sock (“They’re so cool in the knitting world,” she informed 
us, “and it’s as close to avant-garde as I get!”), but then 
before attacking her newest project, she patted my knee 
and told me she knew it would all come out right and I’d be 
in the clear. 


Mary, in all the way from Hawaii. She hadn’t flown in 
all that way just for me, of course, but she said she had 
been trying to drop by—had been so busy—but when she 
saw the news report that morning by chance, she knew she 
had to come by. And, yes, tell me she believed in me! 


J.P. was next. She’s a lady who might very well be an 
elementary school teacher, for all I knew, but had a smile 
more mischievous than anyone I’d ever met (even though 
I’m so jealous of her NOH8 portrait). She believed in me. 


Nicki. Another possible schoolteacher whose wit and 
imagination showed a secret identity that was delightful. 
She passed on her faith. 


Then there was Zahra, formidable and a lady at the 
same time. She has this amazing energy all about her. 


“I know you didn’t do it, Jude,” she said. “You’re such 
the charmer. Isn’t he a charmer, Tommy?” 


“He is.” 
Me? No. Tommy was the charmer. 


One by one they came. It was an incredibly moving and 
powerful experience. Some of these people knew me, but 
some only barely and some not at all, and so many of them 
were giving me their support. In no time I was a complete, 
but happy, mess. Especially after all the cold stares I’d been 
getting from Dino’s fellow cover models. I was amazed 
none of them had physically confronted me. 


But what really got me was that Gail called. All the way 
from Stockholm. She had called specifically to let me know 
that she, too, knew I was innocent and that New Visions 
Press would do all it could to help me. I loved Gail fiercely. 
The call cast me back to the day when we’d met and she 
had hugged me so mightily. 

At first Phillip tried to interject himself into all that was 
happening. But after Amy told him to be quiet, he stopped. 
She did say it nicely, but firmly as well. Amy is incapable of 
being mean. 


Finally Phillip turned to me and said, “Damn, Jude, 
I’m.... These people. They like you. They like you a lot.” 

I looked at Phillip, dumbfounded. What was that look 
on his face. Surprise? Yes, but more. Jealousy? Was Phillip 
jealous of me? Phillip—gorgeous, big, pretty-eyes and 
pretty-penis—Brandt was jealous of me? 


Somehow, for once I was the guy people were paying 
attention to. But I felt no particular entitlement. No 
pleasure that I taking anything away from Phillip. 

Gratitude. That is what I felt. I felt blessed and amazed 
and deeply, deeply touched. And for some reason, sorry for 
Phillip. Why, a week ago, even a day ago, I think I might 
have gloried in “outdoing” Phillip. Phill. 

But when I looked into his eyes, I was shocked to see 
something I hadn’t expected. A boy. A boy who wanted and 
needed the same attention we all crave now and again. The 
arrogance was gone. Jeez. How long had he used his looks 
for validation? How must it feel when someone as average 
as me was getting all the attention? And damn, he had been 
stabbed in the ass. Then, before I knew what I was doing, I 
was giving Phill a hug. 

When I pulled back he had a small smile on his 
handsome face. “You’re a nice man, Jude,” he said. 

“A very nice man.” 


I turned to see it was Tommy. He reached over and 
slipped his hand into mine, and I felt this heavenly shiver 
run up my arm, across my shoulders, and settle in my 
chest. Tommy’s eyes were huge and beautiful, and once 
again, I felt as if I could fall right into them. 

It was the most amazing feeling yet. 


“SEE what a little whoring can do for sales?” Jeannie 
crowed in delight. “I bet you’re glad you did that interview 
now!” 


We no longer had a single book by me, no anthology 
with one of my stories, or even an anthology I’d edited. I 
also refused to acknowledge that I’d done anything whore- 
like by granting that damned interview. After all, I hadn’t 
even wanted to do it. Jeez. What if my mom saw it? 


“Why do you give a shit? When was that last time you 
even talked to her, the bitch?” Jeannie asked. 


“Jeannie, please. She is my mother.” 
Jeannie actually harrumphed. 
“Never slam a boy’s mother,” Tommy said. 


“She deserves slamming,” Jeannie growled. “You don’t 
know how much I wish I could do it too.” 


“Why?” Tommy asked and looked at me, his eyes full of 
questions. 


“She threw him out,” Jeannie explained. 


“Jeannie,” I said, trying to cut her off. I didn’t want to 
go there. I was trying not to think of the woman. 


“She threw you out?” Tommy asked, not getting the 
clue. 


“When he came out to her.” 
“Crap, Jude, I’m sorry,” Tommy said. 


My throat seized up, my stomach clenched. Even after 
all these years. “It was a long time ago.” 

“How old were you?” he asked, reaching out and 
touching my arm. 

“Eighteen,” I said. “I told her the day I graduated. I 
thought I was in love, and it was such a marvelous day, and 
she’d been hinting that she already knew. I felt invincible. I 
thought the time was right.” My throat clamped shut again 
and, dammit, I had to fight the urge to cry. I would not give 
her the satisfaction. 

“But it wasn’t the right time?” 

“She just transformed right in front of me. Like she’d 
been possessed or something. She even hissed.” At least 
that’s how I remembered it. I refused to go back there. 
Refused to be sucked back in to the emotions of those 
memories. “She said I could get out and live in perversion 
with my boyfriend or I could stay and repent.” 

“Repent?” 

“She quoted Bible verses and everything,” Jeannie 
interjected and went back to her customer. 

“Romans, chapter one?” Tommy asked. 

I all but gasped. 

“And Leviticus?” 

“You too?” 

“No. Actually, my mom joined PFLAG and marched in a 
parade. Cleaned up her act, even. Some. But her boyfriend 
at the time did. The same boyfriend who’d been getting 
really friendly with me.” The unsaid implication hung in the 
air. 

“How old were you?” 

“Fourteen.” 

“Whoa!” 


“She kicked him out,” Tommy said. “What happened 
with you?” 

“It was terrible. Horrible. But I thought I was in love. 
We moved to the city....” 


“You and your boyfriend?” 


I nodded. “I’ve never seen her again and the boyfriend 
lasted six months. Not even half that, really.” What 
relationship could with that hanging over it? “It was bad. I 
couldn’t afford our rent. I was evicted. If it weren’t for the 
LGBT Youth Center, I don’t know what I would’ve done.” 


“Jesus,” muttered Tommy. 


“They found me a bed to sleep in. They helped me find 
a place to stay. I worked two jobs and thank God for my 
grades in high school. With scholarships and a student 
loan, I managed to go to college.” 


“Jude!” Tommy’s eyes couldn’t have been any wider. 


“It was pretty tough for a while, but I had it way easier 
than some. There’s an estimated 15,000 homeless gay 
youth in Chicago—most of them kicked out because of their 
sexuality. It’s why I volunteer to this day. Paying it 
forward.” 


“Jude, I’m sorry.” 
I shrugged. 
“Jude,” Jeannie said. “Do you honestly think she is 


going to see a local report in Chicago? She won’t hear a 
word.” 

Except that afternoon Lionel called, eager and blazing. 
“Girl! What have you been hiding from moi? You had sex 
with that fucking hunk and I had to hear about it on the 
Internet?” 

I was horrified. “I have no clue what you’re talking 
about,” I said, pretending ignorance. 


“Honey, it is on the news. It is on AOL. It is on Yahoo! 
You can be Googled!” 

“Oh, piss up a rope.” 

“You didn’t though, right? Stab him? With something 
besides your dick? Of course I am assuming he did the 
stabbing when it came to that.” 

“No!” I shouted into the cellphone. “I did not stab 
Dino. And for your information, I topped him and not the 
other way around.” 

“Oh my!” said a customer. 

“He’s trying to convince us of that,” Jeannie told the 
young man. “We still don’t believe it.” 

Tommy grinned mischievously. “I don’t know. I can 
picture Jude topping.” 

I blushed. 

“I just hope he’s versatile,” Tommy said lasciviously. 

Then blushed all the more. It felt like my face was on 
fire. 

“And you were pissed that you aren’t going to be here 
for my little party tonight,” Lionel was saying on the phone. 

“Your party wouldn’t have nearly landed me in jail,” I 
said. 

“Party?” Tommy asked. 

“Jude’s roommate is throwing an orgy while Jude is out 
of town,” Jeannie said. 

“So you’ve said before. And it’s pretty rude leaving 
Jude out all the time.” 

“He always waits until I’m out of town,” I said into the 
phone, using the opportunity to jab Lionel. “He says I’m too 
fat for his parties.” 

“Now, Jude,” Lionel said. “Let’s not go there. Let’s just 
be happy you fucked Mr. Gorgeous.” 


“I don’t think you’re fat,” Tommy said. And looking 
down into his face, I could see he meant it. Suddenly my 
heart was pounding again. Those eyes were looking up at 
me and my heart was just pounding. 

“So what do you say?” came Lionel’s voice. 

“What?” I asked. I’d missed whatever he’d said. 

“You'll get Mr. Muscle’s autograph for me?” 

“Lionel, he’s in the hospital. He’s unconscious.” 

“Then when he wakes up?” 

“Li, I am hanging up now.” 

“Jude! Don’t be like that.” 

“Hanging up!” I said and did so. “Jesus! Has everyone 
gone stark raving bonkers?” 

“How can your roommate say that you’re fat?” Tommy 
asked, and I was surprised to hear what sounded like 
indignation in his voice. 

“You haven’t seen Lionel and his friends.” 

“They look like crack whores,” said Jeannie and 
jumped back up to her feet. “Yes, ma’am, may I help you? 
Westerns? Oh yes, we have westerns.” 

“You mentioned them, I think. Skinny bitches, right?” 
Tommy asked. 

“Yes,” I said. “Lionel’s beautiful, though.” 

“Oh, you like him?” Tommy’s eyebrows were raised, a 
funny look on his face. Curiosity, but something else I 
couldn’t interpret. 

“Not like that. But he is beautiful. He’s done a little 
modeling. He’s got this huge sexy mop of hair, pretty eyes, 
a butt as black and round as two bowling balls, and a dick as 
big as Michael Fassbender’s.” 

Jeannie spun around. “See!” She turned back to her 
customer. “Dick! That is all the gays think about.” 


Tommy started laughing. 


“But yes, they’re all skinny as hell and young. Most 
aren’t even twenty-one and half of them do look like drug- 
addicted Calvin Klein models, and—” 


“And it still pisses you off that your roommate leaves 
you out of his little parties.” 


It took me a second to realize Tommy had made a 
statement and hadn’t asked me a question. It left me ata 
loss as what to say next. “I don’t know,” I replied. 


THINGS calmed down around lunchtime. One of the 
publishers was hosting a big buffet in one of the large 
meeting rooms. So we closed down the table and ran to fill 
our plates. We figured we’d come back to eat instead of 
schmoozing. If there was anything Jeannie was not, it was a 
schmoozer. 


So that’s what we did. It was easy. The main dish was 
about a thousand pizzas from some of the local parlors. 
According to Tommy, we were being served some of the 
best, and worst, pizza in Kansas City. 


Jeannie weaved deftly in and out of the line, skipping 
sections and avoiding talking with anyone whatsoever. She 
was waiting at the table when Tommy and I got back. 
Phillip had elected to stay where the food was and hold 
court. Probably showing off his ass again. 

We sat at our table and ate some really good pizza. And 
some bad pizza as well. Boring more than bad. We ate in 
relative peace since most of the conventioneers were all 
feasting. 

“So tell me,” Tommy said. “Why do you work in an 
underwear shop?” 

“Why do you work for a... ah... bookstore?” 


“The money. I’m without a roommate at the moment. 
They come and go so quickly, you know. And you?” 

“Well, I have a roommate. But New Visions isn’t ready 
for another full-time editor. And my rent is high. Sixteen 
hundred.” 


“Sixteen hundred? Fuck me!” Tommy said with a gasp. 
“That’s like three months’ rent for me!” 

“What? Jesus wept!” An apartment that cheap? “Five 
hundred for an apartment? Is it the size of a shoebox?” 

“Six hundred,” said Tommy. “And it’s a two-bedroom. 
Nice. Cozy. I even have a big storage space in the 
basement, thank God. Otherwise I’d never have room for a 
roommate with all my outfits and drag.” 

I flinched. Regretted it. 

“The building’s called the Oscar Wilde. Isn’t that too 
much? I love it! We call it the ‘Oh-So-Wild’ and it’s almost 
all gay too. Destiny. Didn’t start out that way, just happened 
over the years. You know. Queers moving into dumps and 
fixing them up?” 

“I live in a gay neighborhood,” I replied. “Boystown. 
But six hundred?” 

“Cost of living, bub,” Jeannie said through a mouthful 
of pizza. “I’ve been telling him this for years. Chicago 
versus Kansas City. And I bet if he did move here, Gail just 
might make him full time. He’d be so close to home and 
could help with all kinds of stuff. Like we’re getting ready 
to put up another building.” 

“Like I’m a carpenter,” I moaned. 

“Building?” Tommy asked, munching on what he said 
was the best pizza in Kansas City. 

“I’m not talking skyscrapers, son. But big enough for 
an office and a lot of storage space. He won’t move, 
though.” 


“It’s not that I won’t,” I said, taking a bite of what must 
have been some of KC’s worst pizza. “It’s just I’ve never 
lived anywhere else. It would be a shock.” 


“You didn’t always live in the city,” Jeannie said. 


“True. But close enough. I lived in Wheeling,” I told 
Tommy. “A suburb.” 


“Chicago is nice,” Tommy said. 
“You've been?” Jeannie asked. 


“Sure. A few times. I know someone who owns a bar 
there. Jacob. Very sexy and unfortunately—for me—very 
attached. I’ve performed at his club a time or three.” 


“Really? What club?” 
“Razzle Dazzle.” 


I almost rolled my eyes, somehow didn’t. Who was I to 
judge, dammit? Just because it wasn’t my kind of bar. Very 
loud. You can’t talk there. Lots of drag queens. Drag shows. 
Lots of posers. The kind that lean up against the dance 
floor wall and look off in the distance like Michelangelo’s 
David. The kind that not only won’t dance with you, but 
who won’t even acknowledge you asked them. And... ah... I 
got thrown out for shouting at a guy one night who 
pretended I wasn’t standing in front of him, pretended I 
didn’t exist. Hey, I’m not violent. I didn’t hit him. It had just 
been one of those straw-that-breaks-the-camel’s-back 
weekends. 


“It’s a very popular place,” I said, and casting aside the 
bad pizza, took a huge bite of one that Tommy claimed was 
good. Damn! Holy crap! My taste buds all but danced. It 
was good. And it was only warm, not even hot. 

Tommy did roll his eyes. “It’s a fun place. The dressing 
room actually has enough space for more than one-and-a- 
half queens and all their shit—” 


Of course, it was the “all their shit” that had been the 
final end of my relationship with a drag queen.... 


“—and that is a good thing. I do most of my makeup at 
home before heading into the Box. Their dressing room is 
just too dammed small. And Jacob is nice and so are most of 
the queens. Well... mostly. I mean, there is always going to 
be bitching amongst queens.” 

“Tell me about it!” I cried before I could stop myself. 
“Oh, I fucking hated that!” 

Tommy raised a brow. “You’ve been a drag queen?” 

I reared back in horror. “No!” 

“Oh, the pure terror of the idea!” 

“I went out with a guy who....” 

Tommy smiled knowingly. “Oh. Now the story gets 
clearer. You’ve experienced the bitching of drag queens?” 

“I’ve been in the middle of it,” I said, remembering 
well how nigh-on vicious my ex had gotten, not only in the 
dressing room, but in life. “Fred was always talking about 
Miss Thing this and Miss Thing that—” 

“It’s pronounced Thang,” Tommy interrupted. 

“—and how cruel they were to each other! It was 
horrifying.” For a moment I was in that itty-bitty dressing 
room listening to the men—the queens—ripping at each 
other. I’d hated it. “So mean.” 

“You don’t understand the whole thing at all.” Tommy 
put down a half-eaten slice of pizza and touched my arm. 
“It’s a world unto its own. It’s humor.” 

“There is nothing funny about it,” I said, a bit too 
loudly. Jeannie and a customer eyed me. 


“Camp humor is an art form,” Tommy said. “A good 
queen knows just the point where they can go, and not to 
cross over. It’s not being mean to each other. You can be 
bitchy and cruel to your compatriots because they know 
what you’re going through, and you know what they’re 


going through. We’re the best of friends because we know 
so much about each other that we can jab each other 
lovingly. Read each other’s beads. It can look hateful if you 
don’t know what’s going on. We’re finding some relief from 
the pain of oppression. It’s like the blues. All that camping 
makes you feel better because we know each other’s pain.” 

“It didn’t seem that way with Fred. We’d get home and 
he’d say vicious, horrible things about his... co-workers.” 

Tommy reached out and patted my hand. “Do you know 
what the difference is between a vicious queen and an evil 
queen?” 

I sighed and shook my head. 

“A vicious queen says ‘You’re going out in that?’ and an 
evil queen says ‘Oh darling, you look fab-ulous!’” 

It was funny, but I didn’t laugh. I just wasn’t feeling it, 
thinking about Fred. 

“Maybe he had other problems, Jude. Did he drink a 
lot?” 

“They all did,” I snapped. 

Tommy paused. “I am sorry this is such an issue with 
you, sweetheart.” He looked away in the distance and when 
I turned to look at him, I saw pain. God! What had I done? 

“Tommy, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything about 
you...” 

“Of course you did,” he said. 

Suddenly I felt like the biggest turd in the world. 
“Tommy, I didn’t. I just don’t understand why a man wants 
to dress as a woman. I’m gay. I like men. I like men that 
look like men. Sexy men. Men like... you.” 

Tommy turned back and I blushed. “Nice save,” he 
said. “You really think I’m sexy?” 

“He’s been drooling for three days,” Jeannie said, done 
with her customer and plopping down next to us. 


yw 
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“Jeannie!” I cried. 


“The feeling is mutual,” Tommy said with a sweet little 
smile, and I blushed all the more. 


We sat and ate for a few minutes. 


Then abruptly Tommy said, “Haven’t you ever sung in 
the shower?” 


I shrugged. 


“And haven’t you ever, at least once, picked up your 
hairbrush when you were all alone in your room growing up 
or your apartment when the roommate was gone—music 
blaring—and pretended you were a rock star?” 


“I—” Words failed me at that moment. Because damn. I 
had, hadn’t I? Was there anyone who hasn’t? I felt my face 
once again heat up. 


“Carrie Underwood has a song about it, although I like 
Megan Hilty’s version from Smash a lot better. More guts 
and less twang. It’s all about hairbrush singers and 
dashboard drummers. Air guitar players and all those 
people shaking the walls of their bedrooms fantasizing that 
they’re a star.” 


I nodded. I knew exactly the song he was talking 
about. That’s what my short-term boyfriend had done. 
Shaken the walls aplenty. Fred had been a big man. 


“You’ve never done any of that...? Never?” 

“Well, ah, sure I have,” I admitted, a bit begrudgingly. 
Jeannie shook her head. “Girl,” she muttered. 

“Well, a drag queen gets to have it for real.” 


“But it isn’t real!” I protested. “They aren’t women. 
They aren’t Cher! They’re not Madonna or Beyoncé. 
They’re not even singing. They’re just moving their lips to 
the music.” 


“And you've never done that either.” 


“They’re big hairy men in dresses and it’s ridiculous.” 


Tommy shrugged. “Some can be pretty ridiculous,” he 
said. “Then some of them pass pretty well. Some couldn’t if 
their lives depended on it. Magilla Gorilla in a dress. It 
doesn’t matter, though. It’s like that song by Storm Large.” 


“Who?” I asked. 


Then Tommy surprised me when he sang his reply. “It’s 
cool if she’s powerful, but way better if she’s cute. For all of 
us girls who don’t fit in, I say go Amazonian! You can be a 
kick-ass bruiser and be feminine!” 


The words were wild, but damn. There was something 
about them. Made me think. And shit, I hadn’t known what 
a good voice Tommy had. It was getting me to entertain all 
kinds of notions. 


“So a guy gets up in the morning and listens to Aretha 
and dances around the room with his hairbrush, pretending 
he’s the queen of soul. Because Aretha gives him courage. 
Gives her courage. There is something about that female 
power. Even though my mom was a mess when I was 
growing up, with her boyfriends du jour, she was still fun. 
She was a hairbrush singer. Although she used underarm 
deodorant. It was shaped like a mic, you know?” 


I blushed once more. I did know. Except I’d used a 
shaving cream can. 


“When a queen is on that stage, they become a star, 
even if it is only for that minute in an underworld of the gay 
community. So what if it’s not Vegas or Broadway? For that 
moment, they’re a star. Does it matter if that’s ‘all’ it is?” 


I gulped. Did it? Did it really? It wasn’t like they were 
hurting anyone. And the crowd was always shoving dollars 
down the cleavage of even the most Magilla Gorilla queen. 

But when I looked at Tommy again, sexy, man-Tommy, 
it just upset me to think of him shaving that sexy facial hair 
and trying to look like a woman. I liked Tommy as a man. 


Tommy sighed and waved his hand. Laughed. Took a 
bite of pizza. Then: “What is it that you do that makes you 
feel like a star, Jude?” 


I smiled. That was easy. “I write. I love to write.” 


Tommy smiled and those deep lines appeared again. I found 
myself wanting to touch them. 


“When you write, do you feel hooked into something? 
Like electricity?” 


I felt my smile widen and I nodded. “Oh yeah.” How 
did he know that? 


“When you look back at what you’ve done, do you ever 
marvel? Ever say to yourself, ‘Wow! I wrote that!’ And you 
can hardly believe it?” 


I felt my heart speed up. Yes. I did. How did he know? I 
nodded again. 


“That’s because that’s what you’re supposed to be 
doing. What God or the Universe or Nature designed you to 
do. When you don’t write you are blocking what you were 
made to do. You have to believe in yourself. Have faith in 
yourself. It will happen.” 


I shook my head. “I don’t know about all that faith 
shit.” 


He gave a half shrug. “I don’t blame you, with a mom 
like yours. I wouldn’t want anything to do with a God that 
she believed in either. But this is different. You were meant 
to be a writer.” 


I sighed. Felt sad suddenly, despite the things Tommy 
was saying. “Then why aren’t I a best seller? I can write so 
much better than Phillip, and he sells like you wouldn’t 
believe. Me? I’m never going to be able to write full time. I 
hardly ever make our best seller list, let alone Amazon’s. 


Why? If I’m ‘meant’ to be a writer, why can’t I sell like 
Phillip?” 

“I don’t know.” Tommy shrugged. “What are you 
writing now?” 

“Tm trying to write a novel about witches.” 


“Witches?” Tommy asked. “That’s not anything you 
usually write about, is it?” 


I shook my head and felt a certain pleasure that 
Tommy knew that. I took a bite of pizza. “No. It’s sort of 
like a tribute to Practical Magic. You ever see that?” 


“Of course,” Tommy said enthusiastically. “I love that 
movie. Hell, I’d be a lesbian for Nicole Kidman!” 


I laughed. 


“Because that’s the only way I could go to bed with a 
woman,” he clarified. “IfI was a woman.” 


“You’re a very dedicated homosexual.” 
“I sold my soul, you know,” Tommy explained. 
“That’s what my mom thinks I did.” 


“Witches,” Tommy said, cutting me off. “You were 
talking about witches?” 


I nodded. “Good ones. Boy ones. Lots of angst.” I 
paused. “It’s fun making it all up, but it’s taking forever to 
write.” 


“Wait a minute,” Tommy said, a look a concern 
spreading across his face. “Does Gail know you’re just 
making this all up? Isn’t she going to be pissed?” 

I looked at him, confused for a minute, and then 
realized he was joking. “Funny,” I said. 

Tommy smiled. “So what’s taking so long?” 

“Work,” I said. 

“Selling underwear....” he replied. 

I snorted. “And my work for New Visions.” 


“I told you,” Jeannie interjected. “Didn't I tell you?” 
“Tell you what?” Tommy asked. 
“How much time it would take,” I said. “Editing.” 


“So if you could write a lot of books, you would sell 
better?” 


“It would help a lot,” Jeannie answered, “It sure helps 
Phillip. My God. The man can write a book in two months. 
Most of it’s crap, but it’s almost sickeningly romantic, and 
the readers eat it up and they don’t have to wait long for 
his next book.” To my surprise Jeannie patted my knee. 
“Jude really is so much better.” 

“Then writing a lot helps?” 

“Sure,” Jeannie answered. 

“Then write more. Can you?” 

“I could if I didn’t have to work at Big John’s and edit 
so fucking much. I don’t have time to write my books. I’m 
too busy fixing other people’s work.” 

“Sounds like you don’t much like editing,” Tommy said. 

“It pays pretty well.” 

“But you don’t like it.” 

“It’s just so much of it’s crap,” I said. 

“The work?” Tommy asked. 

“The submissions. I mean, I like finding new talent, but 
so much of it is crap.” 

“Beyond crap,” Jeannie agreed. 

“I read a lot of submissions. There is not a single day in 
the last two years we haven’t gotten at least one 
submission. But when I discover that someone new, that 
person who can write and tell stories and has a wonderful 
voice, it’s incredible.” 


“Wow,” said Tommy. 


“The submissions that frustrate me most are the ones 
where the author has clearly not bothered to check our 
website or story guidelines at all. I get at least one 
heterosexual story a week! Can you believe that? Or one 
that doesn’t have even a facsimile of romance. I want to e- 
mail them back and say ‘Hello! Did you bother to look at 
what we buy at all? Did you see that our website has a 
headline that says that New Visions Press publishes M/M 
romantic fiction only’, right there at the top?” 


Tommy was giggling. 

“And we’re getting more and more international 
submissions.” 

“That’s cool,” Tommy said. 


“Except it’s obvious some of them don’t speak English 
very well. Some of those stories are pretty damned 
interesting to try and decipher! It can get pretty funny too.” 

“What drives me nuts is all the dick talk,” said Jeannie. 
“T don’t get it. Dick, dick, dick!” 

“Why does this not surprise me?” Tommy asked with a 
grin. 

“I have a supreme hatred for the word ‘turgid’ and the 
related word ‘tumid’,” she continued. 

Tommy’s grin got huge, and yes, those lines were back 
around his eyes. “I’ve always kind of liked the word 
‘turgid’. ‘He shoved his turgid cock into my ass....’” 

“No!” Jeannie squealed. “Those words have no place in 
a romance novel. I’m militant about it. And flaccid. I hate 
‘flaccid’.” 

“It’s become a joke at New Visions,” I added. 

“‘T could feel his rigid turgidness against my own,’” 
Tommy continued, his smile even bigger. 

“No,” Jeannie stated quickly and calmly. “Oh. And 
condoms.” 


“No place for them in a romance novel?” Tommy 
surmised. 


“Oh no! I insist on them,” she stated flatly. 


“And herein Jeannie and I have learned to agree to 
disagree,” I said. “To me, there is nothing romantic about a 
rubber. A romance book is all about fantasy and when I am 
reading a romance, I want to be lost in the fantasy of it all. 
When the characters finally consummate their love, the last 
thing I want is the kissing and loving to be interrupted by 
the cold technicality of them finding and opening and 
putting on the goddam condom. It ruins the scene. I have to 
wear the hateful things in real life. When I’m reading, I 
don’t want my heroes to have to worry about the nasty 
things.” 

“Blah blah blah blah,” said Jeannie. “Do you know what 
this is?” She began to make motions as if she were playing 
some invisible violin. “This is me playing, ‘My Heart Breaks 
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for You’. 
“It’s ‘My Heart Bleeds For You’,” I snapped. 
“Speaking of which,” she said. “Try having a period 
seven days a month for thirty or forty years or so. Now 
that’s something to whine about.” 


“Blah blah blah blah,” I said. “I wonder how she’d feel 
if she had to wear a piece of plastic over her clitoris when 
She had sex? Maybe she’d play a different tune on that 
instrument of hers.” 

“Yeah. I’d play ‘Fuck You Charlie’,” she said with a 
laugh. 

“What gets me the most,” I said, changing the subject 
back to safer waters, “is when authors misuse ‘prostate’ 
and ‘prostrate’. There really is a difference.” 

Tommy began to giggle. “He stimulated my ‘prostrate’. 
I ‘prostated’ before the king!” 


“Exactly,” I chuckled. “They mix up all kinds of words 
or phrases based on the way they sound. I recently had two 
different authors who meant to write ‘for all intents and 
purposes’ but said ‘for all intensive purposes’ instead.” 


“That’s pretty funny,” Tommy chuckled. 


“But what really drives me bonkers is lack of 
research,” I said. 


“Tell me about it!” Jeannie said. 
“Research?” Tommy asked. 


“Say an author sets a story in a foreign country,” I 
explained. “You would be amazed how often it’s obvious 
that they’ve done no research at all except for pop culture 
or what they’ve seen on TV. I mean, I’ve never been out of 
the United States, but I can tell. It’s utterly frustrating, 
because sometimes it’s a great story, but I can’t let it go 
through when the most simple and basic facts are wrong. I 
don’t care if most of the readers would never know. When I 
write stories, I’ve spent hours and hours doing research. An 
author has to do their research.” 


Tommy nodded, but I wasn’t sure he got it. Jeannie 
jumped in. “Say the story is in England and the author uses 
the word ‘sweater’ instead of ‘jumper’, or ‘tennis shoe’ 


, 


instead of ‘trainer’. 

Tommy laughed. “Those are such silly words, though!” 

“But those are the words they use in Britain, so they’re 
the words the author should use,” I said. “Or they’ll get the 
history all wrong or have a wrong Prime Minister or say 
something about a law that isn’t true. Like in a cop story or 
detective story,” I said. 

“Maddening,” Jeannie nodded. 

“Is there anything besides discovering a new talent 
that you like about editing?” Tommy asked. 


“T like the anthology I get to do each year. Well, it’s a 
love and hate thing. I love the my-word-is-God decision 
making, and I love short stories, so choosing them is fun. 
But doing the editing stresses me out. I’m not a good 
editor. I find myself wanting to practically rewrite the story, 
and I can’t do that. I would hate it if someone tried to do 
that to me. 


“The part that really sucks is having to turn down 
some very good stories just because of space limitations. I 
can only fit at most 120,000 words in an anthology, which 
usually works out to between ten and fifteen stories. For my 
last anthology, I received over forty submissions, and a 
surprising number were good enough that I couldn’t just 
reject a bunch of them out of hand. That meant I had to say 
no to three-quarters of them. I hate the idea of hurting 
someone’s feelings, but I can’t help it. I want to accept 
more of them, but I can’t.” 


“I get that,” Tommy said solemnly. 


“I don’t do them often enough to feel like I am doing it 
well enough either,” I said. 


“He’s doing it well enough,” said Jeannie. “His last one 
was a best seller.” 


“Oh! On Angel’s Wings!” Tommy cried. 
“See!” I cried. “My best seller isn’t even my story!” 


CHAPTER 15 


IN MANY ways it was the movie Brokeback Mountain that 
was the inspiration for New Visions Press. Or more 
accurately, it was the straw that broke the camel’s back. 


The film happened to open the same weekend as a 
major media convention, so it was no big surprise that a 
significant percentage of the conventioneers headed out at 
some point during those three days to watch Jake 
Gyllenhaal and Heath Ledger fall in love. It was the talk of 
the weekend, and before closing ceremonies, many a fan fic 
had been begun. 


But it was at dinner that Gail turned to our little group 
and said, “Dammit. Am I the only person who was pissed off 
by that movie?” 


“Pissed off?” I’d asked, still in a horny haze from 
watching Heath spit on his hand and then take Jake from 
behind. I couldn’t decide which of them I wanted to be. 


Gail gave a fierce nod. “That someone seems to die in 
every gay movie ever made.” 


I paused. “That’s Hollywood,” I said. “That’s what they 
always do. At least the guys in this movie are hot.” 


“You’re supposed to be pissed off by the ending,” said 
Rachael, who had no idea in that moment that being editor 
in chief of an M/M romance press was in her not terribly 
distant future. “I think people are going to get the message 
that if Jack and Ennis had been allowed to love each other, 
Jack wouldn’t have died.” 


“It doesn’t matter,” Gail said. “Once more were being 
given a movie where somebody dies. Think about it. Torch 
Song Trilogy, the lover gets killed by gay bashers. In 
Philadelphia someone dies of AIDS.” 


“In Longtime Companion just about everybody dies of 
AIDS,” I said. 


“Well, it was a movie about AIDS,” Jeannie said. 


“Again. My point. Why isn’t there a gay Sleepless in 
Seattle? Pretty Woman? Moonstruck?” 


“Sixteen Candles?” I cried. 

“That movie sucked ass,” Jeannie muttered. “There 
shouldn’t have been a straight version of that movie. Molly 
Ringwald could gag a maggot.” 

“Hey!” I objected. “I liked Molly!” 

“Did you see her in The Stand?” she snapped. 

“Ugh. Yeah, you’re right,” I conceded. 

“No one died in To Wong Foo,” Jay said—another of our 
little group and additional future editor as well. 

“But Miss Vida’s family rejects him,” Gail countered. 

“That’s life,” I replied, thinking of my own. “Lots of 
gays get rejected by their families.” 

“But not everyone is,” Gail said. 

“T really liked Brokeback Mountain,” Rachael said. 
“Despite the fact that it’s a tragedy. Because of, even. And 
it’s based on a story. What were they supposed to do? 
Change the ending so that Jack and Ennis lived happily 
ever after?” 

“What’s wrong with happily ever after?” Gail asked. 

I sighed, starting to get depressed. “Yeah. What’s 
wrong with happily ever after?” 


“Surely Hollywood could make a movie based on a 
book with a happy ending,” Gail continued. 


“There aren’t any,” I said. 

“Oh come on,” Gail replied. “That can’t be true.” 

I shook my head. “No. Think about it. The Front 
Runner, Dancer from the Dance, Eighty-Sixed....” 

“There aren’t any happy books about gays?” Gail said, 
incredulous. 

I shrugged. “Not many.” 

“Maybe something needs to be done about that,” Gail 
said. 

“Like what?” Rachael asked, eyes twinkling. 

“We’re writers,” Gail answered. “Why don’t we do 
something?” 

“Why? Why not?” said Jeannie, who, like me, was 
becoming dissatisfied writing about characters who would 
never belong to her. 


I nodded enthusiastically. “Write about our own Jim 
and Blair. They could eat all the ass they wanted,” I said. 
“Have three-ways too.” 


Jeannie rolled her eyes. “Slut.” 

For a while, though, nothing happened. 

Then Milk came out. Another wonderfully made movie 
about a gay man. 

Who died. 

Gail called us all that weekend. 

And that was the birth of New Visions Press. 


WHEN the vendors’ hall finally closed, it was a great relief 
to us all. We were tired, and I announced I was ready for a 
nap. 


“You'll have your best seller after this weekend,” 
Tommy said to me as we crossed the lobby. 

“Nah, we aren’t selling nearly enough of one title to 
put me there,” I said, pressing the elevator button. “It’s our 
e-books that are New Vision’s bread and butter.” 

“Well, you know what J know?” Tommy said. 

“No, what?” I asked. 

“They’ll go home and read the books they bought from 
you for all the wrong reasons, read them, and they’ll be 
hooked. They’ll be pounding at the doors to the website.” 

I smiled. I couldn’t help it. “How do you know that?” I 
asked him. 

“Faith,” he said. “That’s all I can do. Have a little 
faith.” 

I felt my throat catch. I didn’t know how to respond. 
There was a part of me that wanted to believe, but I just 
didn’t know if I had anything like that left in me. 

There was a “ping!” and our elevator arrived. “Want to 
come up?” I asked him. 

Jeannie coughed. 

I glanced at her. Her arms crossed and her stare 
narrowed. “I thought you wanted a nap.” 

“I do,” I said. 

“I better not,” Tommy said. 

I nodded, started to enter the elevator, and paused. 
“Are you going home?” 

“A nap sounds good. There’s supposed to be a lot of 
food at the ball tonight, so I won’t have to eat. Thought I 
would just dash home, pick out something to wear. What 
are you wearing tonight?” 

“Wearing?” I asked. 

“For the theme ball. ‘Under the Sea’.” 


“Shit,” I said. The elevator buzzed angrily at us, 
wanting us to either shit or get off the pot. I let the doors 
close. “I didn’t bring anything but two Hawaiian shirts. And 
one wouldn’t button. Lionel’s, you know. I had to wear a 
tank top underneath.” I pressed the button the minute the 
numbers started to change. 


“Well, that won’t do at all,” Tommy said, eyes 
twinkling. “I’ll have to see what I have that you can wear.” 


“Ah, no, that’s okay,” I blurted. “No dresses for me.” 
“You can bring me one,” Jeannie said. 


“Sure,” Tommy said. “I know just the one. It'll be a 
little baggy on ya, gorgeous, but it’ll be fun.” Jeannie 
preened and Tommy turned back to me. “And don’t worry. 
You'll be okay with what I bring you. No dresses.” 


“Promise?” I asked, knowing there was no sense in 
arguing with him. Tommy was going to bring me something 
to wear. 


“Promise,” he said, and then said no more. 
I would have to wait. 


IT was about an hour and a half later that Tommy knocked 
on our hotel door. I’d had just enough time to take that nap 
and was finishing in the shower when he arrived. 


Jeannie opened the door and Tommy whizzed into the 
room, his arms and hands full of garment bags and several 
shopping bags. “I didn’t have time to take that nap, 
dammit. I had to dig dig dig! I wanted us all to be happy.” 
He froze, gave me the once over, and waggled his 
eyebrows. All I was wearing was a towel, and again, Tommy 
was making me blush. 


It wasn’t until he put everything down that I could see 
how he was dressed. My mouth fell open. He was wearing 


tight white jeans—and damn did he have a basket!—a white 
tank top, flip flops, and pearls. Lots of pearls. I mean a 
whole ton of them. Strings of them, dozens and dozens of 
them, all different lengths. The pearls ranged from normal 
sized to the size of golf balls. They were tight around his 
neck—like the collar of some African queen—and they fell 
in curtains from his chest to well below his crotch—which I 
had trouble not staring at once again. Some strings were 
attached at his wrist like a Vegas showgirl’s. He even had a 
ball cap covered in pearls. But no dress. Vegas or not, no 
dress. 

“What do you think?” he asked and did a spin. My eyes 
fell to his ass, something else I hadn’t noticed was quite 
that amazing. The tight jeans did nothing to disguise one of 
the nicest butts I’ve seen in a long time. 


Tommy got a worried look on his face. “You don’t like 
it?” he asked. 

“T think you’re adorable,” Jeannie said. 

It took me a moment to say anything. He was adorable. 
I hated to admit it, but there in his almost-drag (and that 
great basket and butt), he did look good. I smiled. “You look 
fine.” 

He put his hand on his hips. “Fine?” 

I laughed. “Okay! Great! You look great! I can’t get 
over how everything matches.” 


Tommy held out his hand and I could see he had pearl 
rings on his fingers as well. He extended a foot and I saw 
there were pearls on his white flip flops. “I am dedicated to 
the great goddess Coutura. I sacrifice babies to her at least 
once a month for her great fashion finds.” 


I had to sit down to keep from laughing. 
“You’re something else,” I said, and meant it. 


He turned to the heaps of things he’d brought and 
picked up a garment bag and unzipped it, pulled out a 
shimmering green gown, and held it out before Jeannie. 
“So?” 

“Oh my!” Jeannie all but gushed. “So pretty!” 


“It will probably drag a bit, but it will give it a very 
mermaid feel, I think.” He pulled out a large ziplock bag 
from the garment bag and held it up. “And there is a coral 
necklace, earrings, and bracelet as well. Not sure if the 
ring will fit your finger, but try it.” 

“They all match!” Jeannie squealed as she opened the 
bag and pulled out the jewelry. “How did you afford all 
this?” 

“I bought everything separately.” 

“But they match. They match perfectly.” 


He shrugged. “I just find things. Estate sales mostly. I 
told you. The great goddess Coutura is good to me.” 

I just shook my head, trying not to snicker. I hadn’t 
seen Jeannie this giggly in a long time. Especially without 
benefit of cocktails. 

“Nice sunflower,” Tommy said, and pointed. 

I looked and there was Dino’s sunflower, still sticking 
from the water bottle. “Dino gave it to me,” I said before 
thinking of perhaps editing that information. Well, in for a 
penny.... “He gave it to me to remember him by.” 

Tommy stared at me. “I don’t think you are going to 
forget him any time soon,” he said. 

I gulped. 

“Not in bed or after it.” 

Shit! Then Tommy spun, put that hand back on his hip 
and gave me the once-over. “I think what I brought you will 
fit. I kept trying to remember—butch. He’ll only wear 


butch. But a drag queen doesn’t have much in the way of 
butch.” 


“Ha!” Jeannie cried. “Jude, butch?” 


He turned again, opened one shopping bag, and pulled 
out a pair of blue bathing trunks, held them up against me, 
and nodded. “Yes. These will fit.” Then came a tank top. 
Matching, of course. And then? 


He pulled out a sombrero. It had come in its own 
garment bag, it was so big. He leapt forward and before I 
could say a word it was on my head and he was pushing me 
to the mirror on the back of the door. 


Once more my mouth fell open. 


The top of the hat was a world unto itself. It was yellow 
and covered in sand. Like real sand that had somehow been 
pasted or decoupaged or something. There was also a little 
child’s plastic sailboat, tiny bucket and even a shovel, plus 
Shells and a starfish, of course. A little stick shot up in the 
back with a happy sparkly sun the size of a saucer. Wearing 
sunglasses. 


But wilder yet was the underside of the hat. It was blue 
and hanging all around the edge were brightly colored 
fabric fish, each at a different level. I was so surprised I 
burst into laughter. It was hilarious. 


“So?” 
I shook my head and the fish bobbed. “It’s insane.” 
“But fun! You'll be a hit.” 


I shook my head again, the fish danced, and I tried to 
imagine myself in a room full of people in such a get up. It 
was hardly my style. But then, even through the fish, I saw 
the reflection of Tommy’s anxious face peering over my 
shoulder. So sweet. So cute. So damned sexy, even with all 
those pearls. To my surprise, I realized that maybe the 
pearls made him even sexier. 


“It’s great,” I said. 


Jeannie let out a booming laugh. She had finally 
stopped playing with her accoutrements long enough to see 
me. “Look at you! I love it!” 


“And one more thing!” Tommy said with a huge grin. 
He dashed to his bags and pulled out a pair of flippers. 
Flippers covered in sequins and glitter. My eyes widened. 


“What can I say?” He shrugged shyly, rolled his eyes. 
“They wouldn’t have gone with that gown,” he pointed at 
Jeannie, “without the sparkles.” 


I looked back and forth, then found myself laughing 
once more. 


Sure enough, they matched. 
The goddess Coutura without a doubt! 


WE WERE indeed a hit. 


People loved our costumes, and we posed for more 
than one photo; I lost count on how many. Any fears I had 
about being embarrassed were foolish. 


The room, unlike the first night, was jammed. Cueball 
the DJ was back and the music was at a decibel level just 
barely low enough that we didn’t have to yell. The room 
was darkened once again, but Cueball’s lights fired all 
kinds of color out onto the dance floor. He even had a laser, 
and there was a disco ball hanging from the ceiling that 
sent out sparkles and glittering rainbows all over the room. 


There were actually people dancing, and at times, the 
floor was downright packed. A surprising number of men 
had arrived from somewhere, and nearly everyone was 
wearing some kind of costume. There were about a 
hundred mermaids, big surprise, and a good half-dozen of 
those were Ariels, of course. There had to be fifty pirates, 


no less than a half-dozen Jack Sparrows. There were sailors 
and women in bathing suits and sarongs, hula girls, and 
two or three SpongeBob SquarePants. There was a lady 
dressed as a squid—with a long pink gown and a pointed 
hat. Someone was wearing dozens and dozens of long 
twisty balloons that made her look like a mass of bright 
coral. A young lady had ingeniously, although not 
practically, come in a box fashioned as an aquarium, 
complete with clear front and sides and lots of plastic fish. 
One man was dressed in a big bulky lobster costume. I saw 
what appeared to be a jellyfish (with lots of exposed female 
flesh for those so inclined), an Aquaman, and an enormous 
woman dressed as Ursula the sea witch. The latter either 
sent the Ariels running away in mock fear, or begging her 
for a picture. 


Tommy had squealed at the sight, clearly in his 
element. His laughter and joy were contagious, and once I 
was sure no one would be making fun of me, he dragged 
me, fairly unprotesting, onto the dance floor. It wasn’t easy 
dancing in flippers. 


The food was amazing, the best yet. It clearly justified 
the price of admission. There were great heaping bowls of 
shrimp, baked and grilled fish, tons of tuna and seafood 
salad, plus vegetable salads for the strictest vegetarians. 
We ate until we thought we would explode. 


The place went insane when the DJ started playing 
Disney’s “Under the Sea.” Tommy wouldn’t let me sit it out, 
or take off my flippers. We were laughing so hard tears 
were streaming down our faces. Soon there was a conga 
line going, and Tommy kept stepping on my feet. I nearly 
lost it when without preparation—and how could there have 
been?—nearly everyone on the floor pretended to play 
invisible horns when the lyrics cried out “Oh, the blowfish 
blow!” 


It was rollicking fun. 


But next came a little surprise as Cueball took the 
music down, and before I could leave the floor, segued from 
“Under the Sea” to the much more romantic “Kiss the Girl” 
from the same Disney movie. 


The flippers were really in the way then, and before I 
could even comment, Tommy was down on one knee and 
deftly removing them. Somehow Jeannie was there, and he 
handed them to her and she left the floor without so much 
as one crass comment. 


Suddenly, I was in Tommy’s arms. 


The music was full, but light, the lasers turned off, 
leaving only blue lights from the disco ball reflecting 
around the room. We were close; he just slightly shorter 
than me so that I was looking down into his eyes as 
Sebastian crooned his song. 


It was all so abrupt. One minute we were laughing and 
bopping, and then we were touching, our bodies pressed 
against each other, our eyes locked. I felt my heart 
speeding up and I didn’t know what to do. I glanced right 
and left, saw our dance didn’t seem to be bothering anyone, 
and then back into Tommy’s beautiful eyes. Bottomless. 
Like the sea. 


“Jesus,” I whispered. 


Tommy shook his head. “No. Just plain me. Tommy 
Smith.” 


I felt the urge to kiss him and stifled it, even as 
Sebastian sang about how it looked as if the boy might be 
too shy. I couldn’t help it. Tommy had fled at my last kiss, 
and leaving was the last thing I wanted him to do. 


Another segue. Cueball wasn’t done with the song. The 
Disney version turned into the slightly faster version by 
Colbie Caillat. It made my heart beat even faster. I felt 
something going on below as well. My trunks weren’t going 
to hide what was happening, and I didn’t know if I should 


pull back or not. But then I felt something. Felt that the 
music and maybe the way we were staring into each other’s 
eyes was having an effect on Tommy as well. There was no 
way I could miss it, his hardness against mine. My heart 
went into overdrive. Just like the lyrics, neither of us said a 
word—I couldn’t have if I’d wanted to. My mouth had gone 
dry. And it didn’t matter that the lyrics advised that I kiss a 
girl. I knew the words translated. 


I didn’t know why, but yes, oh yes, I wanted to kiss that 
boy. 

Don’t be scared, Colbie sang to us. To me. It felt like 
she was singing to me. 

Go on and kiss the boy. 

I didn’t know what to do. 

Fuck it. I kissed him. 

Not hard this time. Sweet. Gentle. 


Then Tommy was pressing into me, pulling me tight. I 
felt the touch of his tongue, and I opened my mouth. He 
just let it trace my own, no dueling, no attacking. Just a 
tickling, the barest of touches. 

And then the music swelled up into something much 
louder. I don’t even remember what. 

But once more Tommy was pulling away, retreating. 

I rushed after him and saw he was making his way to 
the table where Jeannie was waiting, cocktail in hand. To 
my relief he sat down. I had been sure he was leaving. He 
reached out and filched Jeannie’s Manhattan, took a big 
swallow, and passed it back. Jeannie’s eyebrow shot up and 
she gave me a look. 

I shrugged. 

Tommy turned to me. “Want something to drink? I 
need to replace Jeannie’s.” 

“That’s okay,” Jeannie said. 


It was? 

“TIl have one of those Bully! Porters,” I said and then 
froze. No. That reminded me too much of what happened 
that last time. “I’ll have whatever you’re having.” 

“You sure?” he asked. 

I nodded. 

He rose and when he did, fast as he was, I could see 
the front of his body-hugging pants was still quite tight. 

Jeannie saw it too. 

“Sunday,” she said. 

“What?” 

“Wait until Sunday.” 

I sighed and sat down. I didn’t want to wait until 
Sunday and told her so. 

“Aren't you always telling me you want a husband?” 

“Yeah,” I admitted. 

“And aren’t I always telling you that sex is better if you 
wait?” 

I gave her an evil grin. “You said to wait until the 
second date. Last night was the first.” 

Jeannie looked up at the ceiling and shook her head. 
“Jude, Jude, Jude.” 


“Jeannie, I....” I looked across the room but couldn’t 
see Tommy. I wished I could. I wasn’t sure when this had all 
happened. In so many ways it had snuck up on me. But I 
liked him. And that dance! I was still hard. I wanted him. 
“Why should I wait anymore? He wants me too.” 

“Sure he does,” Jeannie said. “But it will be even better 
if you wait.” 

“Why? I live hundreds of miles away. It’s not like we’re 
going to get married. I don’t even want to think about a 
long-distance relationship. I would hate that.” The 


costumes were fun, and Tommy looked hotter and hotter in 
all those silly pearls as the night wore on. But it was a fairly 
sure bet the next time I might see him in them, he’d be 
wearing a dress and not tight jeans. “Jeannie, I don’t see 
any reason to wait.” 

“Wait for what?” 

I jumped and looked up to see Tommy. He had 
somehow managed to carry two martini glasses and a 
Manhattan to the table. He handed the latter to Jeannie. “I 
got extra cherries, just like you like.” 

Tommy knew Jeannie liked extra cherries with her 
Manhattan. Just how well had he gotten to know us in just a 
few days? How had it happened? We’d met him in line and 
then suddenly he was working the table. How the hell had 
that happened? 

“Thank you, dear.” 

Tommy sat down and handed me a martini. “Very 
clean,” he said. “I even tipped the bartender to bow in the 
direction of France.” 

I couldn’t help but smile. I was sure he had. That was 
Tommy all right. 

“To friends,” Tommy said and we all clinked glasses. 

“To friends,” Jeannie said. 

“To kisses,” I whispered. 


CHAPTER 16 


WE LEFT the dance a few cocktails later to the sound of 
Robbie Williams singing “Beyond the Sea.” 

The damned thing is that Jeannie was with us. 

How was I going to get the room for two hours? It was 
getting late. I couldn’t very well expect her to go back to 
the dance, and Tommy had apparently missed every hint I’d 
made about going to the room, including some pretty 
damned obvious ones. I didn’t grope him or anything, or 
say “Want to go to my room and fuck?” but it came pretty 
close to that. 

I knew he wanted me. 

I’d felt his hard cock against mine through the fabric of 
his jeans. 

I’d seen it! 

And the kiss. Not crazy. But yet, oh so crazy-sweet. 

I couldn’t remember when I’d wanted to get a man in 
my bed so badly. 

Not even Dino had.... 

And that thought did in my hard-on and my libido. 

Thoughts of Dino had allowed us to stay another good 
hour or so at the dance without me attacking Tommy right 
there at the table. 

But thoughts of Dino or not, I still wanted Tommy in 
my bed. Even if it was as innocent as our kiss. Sexy, but PG. 

I could do it. 


Right! 

When we got to the room and Jeannie went to the 
bathroom to change, I stepped up close to Tommy. Reached 
out and touched his arm. 


He looked up at me, and I pulled him close. “Kiss me,” 
I whispered. 


His eyes darted over my shoulder. “Jeannie,” he said. 

“She’ll be a few more minutes.” 

But of course she wasn’t. She hadn’t been in there a 
minute and the door opened and she walked out. I jumped 
away from Tommy as if he’d caught fire. Jeannie smirked. 

“Here you go, babe,” she said, handing Tommy the 
dress. “Thank you. I don’t think I messed it up too much 
with my girl sweat.” 

“Girls don’t sweat,” Tommy said. 

“They glisten,” Jeannie finished with a hoot. 

Tommy began to place the long gown in its garment 
bag. It even said “Mermaid Gown” on the side of it. 

“And here are the accessories,” she said, and handed 
them over in their ziplock bag. 

“You know the only thing that separates us from the 
animals is our ability to accessorize,” Tommy said. 

“I did know that,” Jeannie said. “I just don’t have that 
gene.” 

“Try a sacrifice to the great goddess Coutura,” he 
advised. 

“T will, Tommy,” she said with a grin. 

I sighed and took their banter as my cue to go change 
as well. 

It didn’t take long. All I’d been wearing was trunks and 
a hat really. My pajamas were hanging on the back of the 
bathroom door. 


“Cute,” said Tommy as I came out of the bathroom. 
“Thanks,” I said and felt my grin spreading. 


Tommy had already put away my hat and I handed him 
the trunks and matching tank top. “Oh shit,” he said. 

“What? Did I do something to them?” 

“The flippers!” 

“Shit,” I echoed. “Let’s go down and get them. I’m sure 
they’re at our table.” 

“I can check myself. You’re all PJed.” 

I laughed. “Look. In the outfits they’re wearing down 
there, no one will care.” 

“Probably not.” He turned to Jeannie. “All right, 
Jeannie. This girl is going home.” 

I shook my head. Girl. Tommy was anything but a girl. I 
wouldn’t want him so bad if he was a girl. 

They hugged and Tommy said something I didn’t catch. 

“Good on you,” Jeannie said as she pulled back. 

They seemed to stare at each other for a long time, and 
then Jeannie gave him a little mock punch to the chin. 

Tommy turned. “Let’s go,” he said. 

I nodded at Jeannie and she mouthed, “Sunday,” and I 
sighed. 

I didn’t want to wait until Sunday. But apparently 
nothing was happening on Saturday! Story of my life. 

But as I followed Tommy to the elevator, once again 
noticing just how sweet his little bear butt was, I realized 
that waiting wasn’t the story of my life. Not at all. Was that 
what was so frustrating? I was used to getting what I 
wanted, when I wanted it, right away. Wasn’t that what 
American culture was all about? No appetite for delayed 
gratification? We wanted what we wanted when we wanted 
it, and we wanted what we wanted right away? 


We didn’t say much in the elevator, and dammit, it was 
all I could do not to take him in my arms and kiss him 
again. Was it the martinis? Hormones? MHorniness? 
Something else? Damn damn damn.... 


He turned to me and then, fuck it, I did. I stepped 
forward, took him carefully into my arms, and kissed him. 
Light at first, holding him gently, not even trying to give 
him my tongue. He didn’t push me away, although the bags 
made it hard for him to hold me back. 


I opened my mouth slightly, offered my tongue with 
just a touch to his lips, and he opened to receive me. Once 
more I felt my heart instantly begin to speed up, and there 
was no waiting in my crotch either. My cock filled to full 
erection almost instantly. What’s more, I could feel him 
hardening against me. 


Then there was that damned ping of the elevator and 
the doors opened to the lobby. We pulled apart. 

“Sunday,” he whispered. 

My heart leapt and for some fucking reason, I felt my 
eyes get wet. “Really?” I whispered back. 

He smiled. “After the show.” 

I laughed. Damn! “After the show.” 

“TIl have seats reserved for you and Jeannie. Right up 
front.” 

I sighed. “Okay,” I said and wiped at my eyes. What 
would he think about tears? 

We stepped out of the elevator before the doors closed. 
Tommy dropped his bags, then took a few strings of his 
pearls and placed them around my neck. 

“To remember me by,” he said with a little smile (like I 
needed anything to remember him by), and then hell if he 
didn’t grab his bags and race off again. 


“EXCUSE me....” 


I turned and gasped in surprise, seeing it was none 
other than Mouse-Woman. And she had Tommy’s flippers. 


“Don’t these belong to your....” She straightened her 
shoulders. Cleared her throat. “They’re your boyfriend’s, 
right?” 

“Crap,” I said and looked quickly at the hotel lobby 
doors. Hell. Who knows how long I’d been standing there 
staring after Tommy like a fool? There was no way I could 
rush them out to him. I would have to give them to him in 
the morning. Turning back to her, I took them carefully. 
This was the woman who had screamed Bible verses at me, 
after all. “How do you know they aren’t mine?” I asked. “I 
was wearing them all night.” 


She gave a single nod. “The glitter. He’s the glitter. 
You’re the white shirt and tie.” 

I had to laugh. 

“I mean, isn’t he the girl?” she inquired. 

Oh God. Another conversation about there being no 
“girl” in a gay relationship. At forty-one and over two 
decades of being out, I’d tired of teaching Homo 101 a long 
time ago. “Tommy’s no girl.” 

She nodded. “I can see that.” She looked away. She 
was wearing a long blue dress that fell to almost her shins. 
It was ironed so well there were creases on the arms that 
would have cut skin. A single lei was her only nod to the 
theme of the party. “I’m sorry about the other day,” she said 
so quietly I almost couldn’t hear her. 


“Excuse me?” 


“Yelling at you. I had no right. You can’t help what you 
are.” She ran a hand through her stringy hair. Had she 
even washed it? Seemed funny a woman who laundered 


and ironed like she obviously did couldn’t take the time or 
care to wash her hair. 


No, I couldn’t help being gay, and I told her so. 


“All of you. You don’t believe in God.” She still hadn’t 
turned back to me. 


“I find it hard. I was raised to believe, but I just don’t 
think I do any more,” I replied. I had no idea what this 
religious woman would say at my words, but I had long ago 
stopped justifying myself to anyone. 

Finally she looked at me again. “That’s why,” she said. 
Again her voice was so low I had to step closer to really 
hear her. 


“Why what?” I asked. 


She nodded and her eyes filled with tears. “When they 
stopped believing, then they no longer glorified Him as God 
and then their thinking became futile and their hearts were 
darkened.” 


Oh crap. Why hadn’t I just grabbed the flippers and 
run? 

She staggered. “They say they’re smart, with their 
science. They’re trying to prove homosexuality is normal. 
But they’re wrong.” 


“Okay,” I said. “I need to go to bed. PJs and all.” I 
pointed at my pajamas. 

She tottered again, and for a moment I thought she 
was going to fall down. Instinct made me reach out and 
take her arm. “So God gave up on them. He drew away and 
let them fall into the sinful desires of their hearts and to 
degrading sexual acts.” 


I sighed mentally. This lady was as weird as they get. 


She looked up at me, reached out and I wondered if 
she was going to touch my face. Her fingers hovered over 
my lips. The lips that had just kissed Tommy. I found my 


stomach clench in disgust. How could this woman think 
that what I’d done was wrong? That the kiss I shared with 
Tommy could possibly be “wrong.” 


“You’ve all exchanged the truth of God for lies. That is 
why you desire men instead of women. Because you turned 
from God.” 


And I’ll be damned if tears didn’t start running down 
her face. If I hadn’t had her arm, she would have fallen. 


“Lady, I’ve never been attracted to women. Never. It 
didn’t start when my mom kicked me out of the house.” I 
felt my anger rise and I wanted to yell at this crazy, mousy 
little woman, but those tears! Tears just pouring down her 
face. 

She shook her head. “Need to get to my room.” 

I sighed, “I’ll help you,” and guided her to the 
elevators. One of them pinged and sprang open the minute 
I pressed the button. We entered and I asked for her floor. 

“Eighteen,” she said through her sobs. 


Eighteen. Dino’s floor. That’s why she’d been watching 
us that night. 


I pressed the button and we zipped up without 
stopping on any other floor. 


She pointed and I went with her. She stopped a few 
doors down and began to search her pockets. “My key,” she 
mumbled. I nodded. There was no way I was helping her 
find it. The brief physical contact I’d had with her was 
giving me the creeps. 


“My husband,” she said. “God turned from my husband 
and that’s why he abandoned natural relations with me and 
was inflamed with lust for other men.” 

Fuck. That was what this was about! 

“Here,” she said, and pulled out her keycard. Tried to 
swipe it. “He decided to leave me. For a man.” She tried 


the card again and failed. 


I took the key and tried it. The little green light blinked 
and there was a click as the door unlocked. I gave it a push, 
helped her in. 


“But I couldn’t let him,” she said as I helped her to the 
bed, the door closing loudly behind me. 


“Couldn’t let him?” I asked. 
She shook her head hard. “No. I stopped him.” 


And that is when I saw the knife, dark with dried 
blood, on the dresser. 


I was frozen in place as Mouse-Woman looked up at me, 
eyes wide and bloodshot. She was no longer crying. “I 
stopped him,” she screamed. 


Then she moved like I would never have imagined that 
she could. She lunged to her feet, her arm shot out, and she 
grabbed the knife and brandished it before her. 


Still I couldn’t move. It was fight or flight, and I was 
doing neither. I was that deer in the road, caught in the 
lights of an oncoming Car. 


“And I stopped that big man. The one you had 
unnatural burnings for. I saw the two of you. I saw it! You 
kissing. Kissing! Doing what a man and woman should do, 
not a man and a man. I saw it! I waited. Waited for you to 
leave. It took forever, but you left. I knew you would leave. 
You slunk off like an animal!” 


Damn if the words didn’t hit me, further freezing me. I 
had slunk off, hadn’t I? Slunk off like I was ashamed or 
something. Was this crazy woman right? 


She sprang. 


And somehow, through some miracle, my fight or flight 
kicked in. 


I fought. 


I swung. Swung with the heavy flippers still in my hand 
and caught her hand, and the knife went flying. 


“God!” she cried. 
It’s a hit! screamed some inner part of my mind. 


She turned back and came at me again, her hands 
turned into claws. I swung again and hit her full on the side 
of her face. 


“Caw!” She sounded like a crow. Her body spun almost 
halfway around and still she came, the side of her face 
already red. Somehow I swept the flippers back up under 
her chin, this was even without thinking—“Mumpf!” she 
grunted—and then I smashed them downward on top of her 
head. 


Her eyes went wide and then it was over. 
She tottered for a second, and then she was down. 


I stood over her, breathing hard. I wanted to cry. I 
wanted to scream. 

Do something! that inner me shrieked. What if she’s 
faking? 

I didn’t want to kill her, but I sure as shit didn’t want to 
feel her steel either. I banged the flippers back down one 
more time and when she didn’t move, didn’t so much as 
groan, I threw them aside. I turned away and saw my 
reflection and I looked like a scream-queen heroine. But I 
also saw something else as well. 


Moving faster than even J knew I could, I snatched the 
pearls from around my neck and bent and tied her hands 
behind her back. I made sure the blade was far away and 
then reached for it for good measure. Only at the last 
second did I think of every crime movie I’d ever seen, every 
detective book I’d ever read. I yanked my pajama shirt off, 
buttons flying—I didn’t want to leave her alone long enough 


to even grab a towel—and picked up the knife and put it 
where she couldn't possibly reach it. 


Then I went for the phone. 


I COULDN’T believe how fast the police got there. 


It seems they were in the lobby, practically committing 
an attack of their own. 


Dino had come out of it. 


He’d awoken with a scream, and when the nurse had 
come running, he told her he was attacked by a mousy little 
woman. He told of how there’d been a knock on the door 
seconds after I left that night and he’d opened the door 
without checking, thinking I’d forgotten something. 


She’d attacked him before he knew what was 
happening. 

So the police had rocketed to the hotel and had been 
busy with the man at the front desk, trying to figure out if 
the woman was a guest in the hotel. 


That’s when I’d called Detective Brookhart. 


I found out all of this in a fog over the next hour or so, 
Detective Brookhart filling me in. I was sitting on that 
woman’s bed, a blanket around my shoulders, a doctor 
checking me out. At least Mouse-Woman was gone. Hauled 
off to God knows where. The hospital? Jail? 


Turns out the woman’s name was Olive Niedermeyer. 
Her husband had been missing for two weeks. And when I 
told the cops what she’d been saying, I took it that she was 
now a suspect in his murder. 


“Flippers, huh?” Detective Brookhart said with a laugh 
that was more of a snort than anything else. “Pretty 
ingenious. What were you doing with flippers?” 


“They were part of a costume I was wearing earlier.” 


Detective Townsend was there too, unfortunately, and 
he just shook his head and looked at them studiously. 
“Glitter? You gays use flippers with glitter?” 


“It’s a costume,” I snapped. 


“Why don’t you take those and get out of here,” 
Detective Brookhart said. 


He gave a cluck and left with the flippers. Tommy’s 
flippers. 


“Those are Tommy’s,” I moaned. 
“Your boyfriend’s?” Detective Brookhart asked. 
“No,” I answered. “I wish he was.” 


“He’s probably not going to get them back for a while, 
but I’ll see what I can do. That was pretty good, though. 
Thank God you had them on you or you’d probably be dead. 
I got a kick out of the pearl handcuffs too.” She gave a half 
laugh and I looked up to see her eyes dancing. “Pretty 
proud of you, kid.” 


Kid. Me. I did laugh then. 


Jeannie was back by that time. She’d gone to get me a 
cocktail, and damn I needed it. “Someone named Jim from 
the bar said it was on the house,” Jeannie said and handed 
me a small water glass. I sniffed it. Not water. Gin. Pretty 
cold too. I wondered if he’d bowed in the direction of 
France. 

“You wouldn’t have had to do all that,” I said and took 
a good gulp of martini and winced at the purity of it, “if 
we'd just bothered to get a bottle of something for the 
room.” 

Jeannie shrugged. 

Then somehow the reporters were there. 

Detective Brookhart told me I could stay in the room, 
she’d keep them back, but I wanted this over. Really over. 
Somehow talking to reporters, real reporters, felt like an 


ending. They crowded in with their cameras—it looked like 
two networks at least—and I answered their questions. The 
woman in the lobby. How I hadn’t known anything. How she 
was religious and scary and how I’d helped her to her room 
anyway. How she’d come for me and how I’d stopped her. 
With flippers. Flippers and pearls. 

Sounds like a good name for a book, huh? Maybe the 
name for this one? 

I wanted Tommy. I wanted him to know what had 
happened. 

But jeez. Somehow I’d never even gotten his phone 
number. 

But it wasn’t long after that he showed up. 

By then we were safely in our own room. 

There was a knock at the door (I jumped two feet), and 
Jeannie answered and then Tommy was in my arms. 

“I always watch the news before I go to bed,” he 
explained, breathless. 

“I ain’t leavin’ for two hours,” said Jeannie. 

“No need,” I said. 

“Not tonight,” Tommy said. “It’s not Sunday.” 

He got into bed with me and held me, and as I drifted 
off to sleep—finally with him in my bed!—I noticed the 
clock. 


Technically it was Sunday. It was 12:39. 


CHAPTER 17 


I was a hero at the convention the next day. They came all 
morning wanting autographs and asking that I tell the story 
again and again. Conventioneers. People off the street that 
the convention’s security had been unable to hold back. 
Even Dino’s fellow cover models, smacking my shoulder 
(and nearly dislocating it) and shaking my hand (nearly 
crushing it). 

A lot of people wanted to buy my books, but we’d sold 
out the day before, and all we could do was promise to mail 
them autographed copies. We were sold out of print-on- 
demand copies even at home base. That’s why Stan hadn’t 
brought any more. 

I did get a call from Gail, though. It nearly made me 
cry. 

But that wasn’t the biggest shock. 

My mother called. 

She called from Illinois. She still lived in Wheeling. 
From what she said, she’d been trying to track me down for 
hours. 


She’d finally tried to call the hotel. I was asked to come 
to the front desk, and I knew the voice the instant I heard 
it. Still the same after all these years. And how old must 
she be? In her early sixties at least. 

“Jude?” 

I was frozen. I can say that. Like a deer caught in the 
headlights or a Jude caught in fear of a crazy woman with a 


knife. 

I didn’t know what to say. Mom? Did I even call her 
mom after she kicked me out twenty years before? When I 
hadn’t heard a word from her in all that time? 


“Baby? Are you there?” 

Baby? She was calling me “baby”? 
“I’m here,” I managed. 

“T saw it on the news. That woman....” 
That religious woman. 

“My pastor is here with me.” 

Great. Fucking great. 


“You wouldn’t know him. He’s new. Came to the church 
about a year ago. He’s... he’s different.” 


“Different?” I echoed. 


“He’s been trying to get me to call you for months. But 
I was too afraid.” 


“Why?” I almost growled. How dare she call me now. 
Now! “So you and he can lead me to Jesus? Save me from 
hell?” 


I heard a sob. Almost liked it. Almost. But not quite. 
“He says you’re not going to hell.” 
Once more, I nearly froze. 


“He showed me this movie called Prayers for Bobby. 
About this boy who kills himself because his mother 
convinced him he was going to hell.” 

My throat closed up. I couldn’t talk. 

“Baby.” There was a long pause and I could hear 
crying. “Pastor Brown has been teaching me. Teaching me 
how wrong I was. I’m so ashamed. So ashamed.” 


“Mom?” I said and then my voice cracked. 


“I didn’t know. Baby, I know that’s no excuse. For 
throwing you out. Not having anything to do with you for 
all these years.” 

I tried to fight it. Oh, I did. But the tears... they were 
coming. 

“You know your grandpa threw me out,” she said, her 
words slurring. 

“No,” I said. “He died.” 


There was another pause, more tears. “No. I got 
pregnant. With you. And he disowned me.” 


I nearly fell. 

“You okay, sir?” asked the man behind the desk. 

“And then when you told me you were... homosexual—” 
“Gay,” I somehow said. 


“Gay....” Another pause while the world shifted. “I 
thought I was being punished. I did what I thought I should 
do. And I was wrong. I know you can never forgive me, 
but...” 


I looked around and to my surprise, saw Tommy 
coming across the lobby. Sweet Tommy. What would he do? 


I knew what he would do. 

Even if he was torn up, he would let it go. 

“Mom, it’s okay.” They were the hardest words I’d ever 
said in my life. 

“You don’t mean that,” she cried. 

Did I? 

“What’s wrong?” Tommy asked, his face all open and 
full of concern. 

“My mom,” I managed. 


Tommy gasped. Then a cloud threatened his face. 
“What’s she saying?” 


“She-she’s crying,” I said. “She wants me to forgive 


ay 


her. 

Tommy sighed and the cloud was gone. 

“Is that that boy?” my mom asked. “The one you 
introduced me to?” 

I let out a single “Ha!” and then, “He’s long gone, 
Mom.” 

“I’m sorry. Is this a new boy, then? A... boyfriend.” 

I shook my head. “No, Mom. But that would be nice.” 

“Jude. Are you coming home?” 

“Tomorrow, Mom.” 

“Will you come see me?” she asked and I could hear all 
the hope in the world in those words. 

“We’ll see, Mom.” Tears were running down my face by 
then. It was all so confusing. So impossible. Tommy put his 


arms around me and it was like I was suddenly on solid 
ground. 

“Thank you, Jude,” my mother said. “Thank you for 
that much.” 

“You’re welcome.” My voice broke again. 

“You're okay? She didn’t hurt you? That woman?” 

“No, Mom. She tried but she didn’t hurt me.” 


The sobbing started again. “And... she... used... God 
as... aS her reason.” 


“Yes, Mom.” 

“So sorry....” There was a clinking noise and a long 
silence. Then a man’s voice came on the line. 

“Jude?” 

“Yes,” I said. 


“This is Pastor Brown.” 
He sounded so young. 


“Your mother called as soon as she saw the news. I 
stayed at her house last night and all morning. It took us a 
while to figure out how to get a hold of you.” 

“And you told her I’m not going to Hell,” I said. 

“Yes. I did.” 

“Why?” 

“Because I don’t think gays are going to hell,” he 
replied, very matter-of-fact. 

It seemed like too much. Was it a trick? 


“Because I don’t even know if there is such a place,” 
he continued. 


“My God....” I sighed. 
“Indeed,” he returned. “My God, indeed.” 


I started to cry again, but it was different. I felt this 
weight. Lift. I’d heard about experiences where someone 
felt a huge weight lift off their shoulders. I’d written about 
it. Was this it? 


“Will you call her when you get home?” 

“Tl think about it,” I answered. 

“Good enough. I need to get off the phone, now, okay?” 
“All right, Pastor....” 

“Brown,” he offered. 

“Pastor Brown. Is this real?” 

“It’s as real as anything, Jude.” 

“So I should believe her?” 

There was a half chuckle. “I do.” 

“How can I?” 


“By having a little bit of faith,” he said. “It’s all we can 
do.” 


And then he hung up and I fell deep into Tommy’s arms 
and cried some more. 


‘Tommy had to leave soon after that, and I’ll say right now I 
hated it. Something was going on that I couldn’t explain. 

As he was leaving it was like this elastic band was 
connecting us and the farther he walked away the more the 
tension tugged at my chest. As if that band was tugging me 
after him, pulling tauter and tauter, and when he walked 
out the hotel lobby doors, something snapped. 

Crazy? 

“I have a lot to do before the show,” he’d explained. 

“What?” I asked. What could take that long? He’d put 
together three costumes for the dance the night before in 
an hour. 

He laughed. “It’s a little more complicated than that. I 
need to get a lot of stuff together, get it all to the bar, 
practice on the stage.” 

“Can’t you do that at home? Shake your bedroom 
walls?” 

Tommy shook his head, chuckled. “No, dear, I have to 
mark out the stage and everything.” 

I couldn’t imagine why. He was a drag queen after all 
and not the star of Les Misérables. Mark out the stage? 


“You'll see,” Tommy said. “When you come tonight.” 
I groaned. 
“You are coming.” 


I nodded. Slowly. “Yeah,” I said. Any excuse to see him. 
Even if I didn’t want to see him in a dress. I stared at him, 
trying to imagine him shaved, with a wig, tons of makeup, 
and boobs. I shuddered. 

“Stop it,” Tommy laughed. 

“Stop what?” 


“Stop imagining me as Britney Spears. Britney Spears 
I’m not and will never pretend to be. Not seriously, 
anyway.” 

Soon after Tommy left, Jeannie and I began to wrap up, 
boxing up the small amount of stock we had left and taking 
inventory. 


“We were the shit this weekend,” said Jeannie. “I don’t 
think we’ll have to beg Gail to let us come back to Romantic 
Voyages in the future. Of course, we might have to get you 
mixed up in some kind of scandal to make sure the books 
sell.” 


“Tt’ll have to be your turn next time,” I said. 


Somehow boxing those last books put a finality to the 
weekend that made me sad. I’d worked my ass off the last 
few days, been through more stress than any man would 
ever want to go through, and damn! nearly been stabbed— 
but I didn’t want it all to end. Packing the car was going to 
take a lot out of me, even though there wasn’t that much to 
load. 


Chicago suddenly seemed like the last place I wanted 
to see. 


A man from the Kansas City Chronicle, the local 
newspaper, came by and offered to buy me lunch for a more 
detailed story. At first I didn’t want to, but he reminded me 
that the story was going to get told, over and over in fact, 
and this was my opportunity to tell my story my way. 


So we skipped the convention’s final free meal, a 
sandwich bar, for the one he bought (I didn’t go cheap), and 
I told my story again, this time with a little more detail. 


He wanted the guts, too. The sexual guts, and the near 
blood and guts at the hands of Olive Niedermeyer—aka 
Mouse-Woman. He was able to tell me that the police were 
digging up her yard in the hopes of finding her missing 
husband. It gave me the creeps. Thank God her knife had 


only wounded after the alleged killing of her husband. 
Dino, Phillip, and I all could easily have died at her hands. 


The reporter wanted to know if I planned on pursuing 
a relationship with Dino now that it was clear he was going 
to pull through, and I admitted that no, that really wasn’t in 
the cards. I didn’t admit that I hadn’t even called Dino yet, 
and felt more than a little shame about that. 


Closing ceremonies took an unexpected twist. Best- 
selling (heterosexual) romance author Siobhan O’Riain, 
guest of honor for the Kansas City Romantic Voyages, 
called me up to the stage and declared me the hero of the 
convention. To my shock I got a standing ovation. Siobhan 
(whose actual name, it was rumored that weekend, was 
Mildred Jones) then asked me if a recounting of the 
weekend’s events would be the basis of my next book and 
shoved her mic in my face. The question caught me 
completely unprepared, and once again I was a deer caught 
in the headlights. I stared dumbfounded into the audience 
and spotted Jeannie, who was nodding at me frantically. 

“Y-you’re a very astute woman,” I answered. 

There was a cheer. 

“T’ve never read a gay romance,” Siobhan said in a 
voice in which I could not tell if I heard real or imagined 
condescension. “But I think in this case, I would certainly 
take the chance.” 

Another cheer. 

“Will your character and Dino’s have a happily-ever- 
after ending?” 

The audience went silent. I looked at a sea of 
expectant faces. To my surprise the only face I could see in 
my mind was Tommy’s. “Siobhan, I only write happily ever 
after. I am a romance writer after all.” 

Another cheer rocked the auditorium, and I left the 
stage more than a little rocked myself. 


“We can relax now,” Jeannie said a little later as we 
filed out of the room. “Hot tub, swimming pool. I’ve heard 
the hotel has a sauna. Maybe we can get a massage. 
Company credit card after all.” 


“I have something I have to do first,” I told her and 
caught a cab to the hospital, but not before stopping in the 
hotel gift shop and buying a handful of sunflowers. 


Dino was pale when I entered his hospital room, but 
sitting up and watching some horrible movie about a part 
piranha and part anaconda on the SyFy Channel. He visibly 
brightened when he saw me, and I couldn’t help but smile. 
“Jude,” he croaked. 

Heart breaking at the sound of his voice, I went to him, 
holding out my flowers as if I were a little boy and he my 
grade school crush. 

“Sunflowers!” he cried, this time his voice a tad more 
clear. “You’re so sweet.” 

There was a nurse in the room and she “oohed” and 
“aahed” and told us she’d get a vase. 

Dino set them aside and held out his arms. Gingerly I 
hugged him, worried about the fields of bandages. “How 
are you doing?” I asked stupidly. 

“If I was any better I’d be twins,” he said, and then 
winced. Shit. A spark of pain? Worse? A throb of pain? 

“I’m so sorry,” I said and tried not to tear up. I’d been 
doing too much of that of late. 

“For what?” he asked. “It wasn’t your fault. Besides, 
you caught the crazy bitch, right?” 

Despite myself I couldn’t help but let out a bark of 
laughter at his words. 

“Seems to me that you might have saved my life. She 
could have decided to come and finish the job.” 

I tried to smile. “You think so?” 


“T really do,” he answered. 


“You just have so many bandages.” I reached out, 
almost touched him. He took my hand and rested it on his 
chest. It made me nervous for just a second. Was this a 
romantic gesture? And if so, how did I tell him I’d been 
developing feelings for another man while he was 
unconscious? But the smile Dino gave me seemed more 
brotherly than anything else. 


“It’s okay,” he said. 

“She must have gotten you a lot of times.” 

Dino shrugged. “She got me pretty good. Five or six 
times.” 

“My God! It’s a miracle....” I gulped, caught myself. It 
wasn’t the kind of thing I tended to say. 

“It is a miracle,” he said. “And I thank God. I’ll thank 
God every day for this new chance at life.” 

Oh. Was he going to get religious now? “You’ve 
discovered God?” I asked. 

“Oh, I did that a long time ago. I think I just forgot to 
remember to say thank you now and again.” 

Amazingly, everything about the visit was only up from 
there. 


CHAPTER 18 


‘TRUE to Tommy’s words, there were two seats reserved for 
us at The Male Box, Tommy’s bar. Believe it or not, we 
didn’t take a cab. Detective Brookhart picked us up. A flash 
of her badge when we were getting ready to sit and we had 
a third chair! 


“I needed to get away from Townsend,” she said. 
“Somehow I knew getting away with you two might be a 
blast. Besides, we need to celebrate.” 


“T just want to thank you for believing in me, Detective 
Brookhart,” I said. “It helped save my sanity.” 


“A lot of people believed in you, Jude. I heard nice 
things when I was asking around. And please, Daphne. Or 
better. Daph. That’s what my friends call me.” 


“Daph it is,” said Jeannie. 
Daph got the first round and came back with a smile. 
“Drinks are only two bucks until midnight. It’s a steal!” 


“Be careful, Detective,” I said. “You’re a police officer. 
You serve and protect. You shouldn’t be stealing anything.” 


We sat and chatted for a while, occasionally distracted 
by some ’80s rock video on one of the two huge flat screens 
on the walls. I was nervous as hell and needed any 
distraction I could get. With all that had gone down in the 
last few days, why was I so worried about what was coming 
next? I didn’t know. But I was. 


Tommy. 


Sexy Tommy. 

In. A. Dress. 

Piss up a rope! 

Then the sound system boomed into a new and even 
louder life—putting its previous volume to shame. 


“Ladies and Gentlemen! It’s time for the Liddle Awful 
Annie Show!” 


The crowd went wild. 

I gulped. 

“Also starring Dixie Wrecked (God!), Gena Talia, 
Dharma Greggs and of course, Billy the Bear!” 


The cheering ramped up and before I could even take 
in what was happening, music poured from hidden 
speakers. 


“And now that filthy filly, that sleazy slut, that 
temptuous tramp, Liddle... Awful... Annie!” 


Did I mention the music playing was what I consider 
one of the worst songs ever written in the entire 195,000- 
year history of mankind? It was “Tomorrow,” from that 
finger-down-my-throat-musical Annie. 


Lord, I hated that song! I’ve all but made a pact with 
the devil that I would kill the next sweet, cute (ugly), little 
girl I heard singing that song, and then bathe in her blood! 


But my worries (disgust) were cast to the winds as a 
woman burst from the closed curtains of the stage and into 
the audience with the energy of a whirling Dervish. Short, 
but bold and brassy, she had cleavage that could swallow 
the first two rows of her audience. 

She burst into song (and she was actually singing!) and 
the lyrics tumbling from her lips were anything but the 
hated ones I was used to. 

“The queers will throw up, tomorrow! ’Cause they 
drank themselves silly at the bars! All night long... Just 


dreaming about cock-sucking... got them horned up, oh so 
bad, they drank like fools!” 

My eyes went wide and I burst into laughter. How 
funny! I could hardly believe what I was seeing. It was 
certainly nothing like I’d expected. 


“Annie” was wearing a tight, dark-red velvet dress that 
showed off her dynamic figure and an even darker red 
corset that took her tits and shoved them up so high and 
out that even a blind man couldn’t miss them. She had an 
immense red afro wig that bobbed as she moved and she’d 
painted her eyelids white so that when she closed them, 
her eyes looked eerily like the vacant stare of the character 
from the classic newspaper comic strip. 


And she could sing! Wow, could she sing! This wasn’t 
lip-synching. And her new lyrics had me in stitches. 

“Hello, everybody!” she shouted, ignoring the music 
and greeting her fans. 

The fans greeted her right back. 

“We have a special night planned and I hope you all 
are ready to par-tay!” 

The audience let her know that they were, in fact, 
ready to “par-tay.” 

“And guess what? We have a celebrity in our midst!” 

Celebrity? That was interesting. Now was it a real 
celebrity or just some drag queen from another city? 

Annie did a couple spins and then stopped right in 
front of me. “I don’t know if you’ve been watching the 
news, but we have famous gay romance author Jude Parks 
here tonight!” 

My stomach dropped. Oh shit! 

There was some clapping, and I groaned my 
embarrassment. 


“Okay! Did you hear me, fags and dykes? This man—” 
She pointed at me. “—is the man who’s been all over the 
news for single-handedly catching that mad housewife who 
tried to kill a couple of gay boys here in Kansas City!” 

The cheering suddenly amplified by twentyfold. I 
blushed and felt a stupid grin take over my face. 

Annie took my hand, pulled me to my feet, and spun 
me around the face the audience. “We’ve got a hero here!” 

More cheers. 

“So, hero,” she said. “You ready to save anyone else 
tonight?” Once again a mic was shoved in my face. 

I gulped and saw Jeannie was nodding as frantically as 
before. 

“Sure,” I mustered. “Especially if they’re as sexy as 
you.” 

“Oh! Oh! Oh! You think I’m sexy? Well, now! Are you a 
lesbian or a homo-so-sexual?” she cried in delight. 

“I am an oh, so, homosexual,” I replied and the cheers 
rose again. 

“I think this guy deserves a shot, huh?” 

Even more cheers and then almost magically, a boy 
who could only have turned legal about thirty seconds 
before appeared at my side. He might as well have been 
naked. A jockstrap was all he wore, deep red to match 
Annie’s outfit. “Take this man to the bar and get him 
whatever he wants!” 

The “boy” grabbed my hand, and before I knew what 
was happening, I was dragged off through the crowd. 

Then Annie was back in song. 

“The queers are all out, tonight and, bet their bottoms 
need fucked well all night!” 


Shrieks and screams. 


By the time I’d had my shot, something called a cock- 
sucking-cowboy, her song was done and she was 
introducing the first act. 


“Now, this is a crowd favorite! And I’m not even gonna tell 
you who it is. Enjoy, everyone!” 

She practically vanished as the lights lowered and a 
familiar keyboard plunking began. Damn! What was it? I 
knew that song. Knew my fag card rested on knowing what 
it was. 


A deep humming began, rising and lowering with the 
music. 


“Ring My Bell?” No. Of course not. And it wasn’t “I Will 
Survive,” either. 


The name of the song came with the clear voice of the 
singer’s very first line. 


It was “Don’t Leave Me This Way.” But as the curtains 
parted, the lyrics were twisted into a whole new meaning... 


...because the singer was hanging upside down, in a 
straitjacket, strapped to a huge wooden wheel! 


My eyes flew wide as I saw who it was. 
It was Tommy! 


Tommy with a bright, almost florescent blue wig, his 
now neatly trimmed goatee dyed to match. 


I exploded into startled laughter. Don’t leave me this 
way indeed! Dear God! 


As he continued to sing, two muscular boys, also no 
older than twenty-one and thirty seconds, appeared on 
stage wearing nothing but leather harnesses, bar vests, and 
matching black jockstraps. They each took a side of 
Tommy’s wheel and turned it until he was upright. Then 
somehow, without apparent help, he pulled himself from 


the contraption and began to loose himself from his insane- 
asylum attire. 


I couldn’t believe it. 

He never missed a beat, never missed a word, and like 
Liddle Awful Annie, he was singing clear and true, belting 
the lyrics like a true diva! Thelma Houston never sounded 
so good. And she’d certainly never imagined Tommy’s 
reinterpretation of her famous lyrics. 


Had I worried about Tommy shaving his beard? No 
need. 


Had I worried he’d shave that chest? 

Again, no need. 

The very low-cut black vinyl dress he wore revealed 
that hint of hair I’d seen all weekend and more. Tommy was 
one of those men whose chest hair didn’t really thicken 


until it reached that triangle between his pecs. It was sexy 
as hell, despite the dress. 


Had I been worried that Tommy would try to look like a 
woman? 


Well, despite fake boobs to threaten Annie’s real ones 
in scope, it was obvious to all that this man was all man. 


After all, he was wearing combat boots with that black 
dress! 


And he was dancing across that stage as if he owned it. 
Then it hit me. 

Tommy’s words. 

The jester. 

The sacred clown. 

Female power. 


When a queen is on that stage, they become a star 
even if it is only for that minute in an underworld of the gay 


community. So what if it’s not Vegas or Broadway? For that 
moment, they’re a star. Does it matter if that’s “all” it is? 


Suddenly I wondered. Did it matter? 
And who knew Tommy could be so entertaining? 
I should have, and that’s the truth of it. 


The crowd knew. No sooner had Tommy—excuse me, 
Dixie—shed “her” straitjacket than people were on their 
feet and moving to the stage to hand Dixie their dollars. He 
—no, I am going to try and do this right. As Dixie, Tommy is 
a she. I'll try again. 


She had to stop and dance in place so that she could 
accommodate her admirers and accept her tips. It was 
incredible. 


But then she turned from them—winked at me with 
one enormous blue feather eyelash—and headed straight 
toward me. A half moment later, she was straddling my lap 
and was singing those old Thelma Houston lyrics, telling 
me to do what I had to do, that (God/) I had lit a fire down 
in her soul and it was threatening to burn all out of control. 


It was a lap dance to beat all lap dances, but it did 
nothing to deter Dixie’s tips. People shoved them down her 
cleavage and even slipped one down my shirt. Dixie was 
having none of that, though. 

As her lyrics finally let me know that my love would set 
her free, she slid her black-opera-gloved hand down inside 
my shirt, retrieved her dollar bill, and on the way out gave 
my nipple a little pinch. 

Do I have to mention I was as hard as a rock? 

Tommy/Dixie finished her number, telling me—as well 
as the audience that she’d missed “my tender kiss” and 
gave me one in front of everyone. 


It just about brought the house down. 


‘Tommy vanished backstage to a roar of applause, and when 
I turned to my evening companions, Jeannie and Daph were 
smiling and giggling to such a degree that I fled to buy us 
all another round of drinks. 


Just as I passed the stage, I saw the next performer 
stepping from the wings. A tall, lovely black woman (?) by 
the name of Dharma Greggs. Well, maybe not Jovely, but 
not bad either. 

And I was surprised to find I didn’t care that “she” was 
lip-syncing (specifically to Carly Rae Jepsen’s “Call Me 
Maybe”). 

Or more accurately, I didn’t mind. After all, did it 
matter if this wasn’t Broadway or Vegas, but only a small 
stage in an underworld of the gay community? 


For a few minutes Dharma was a Star. 


I found the central curved bar easily enough, made my 
way to the south end, and there was Tommy. “Taaa—” I 
stopped myself before I said his real name. “Dixie,” I said 
instead and felt a funny little thrill in my chest. 


“Hey, hero,” she said with a grin. 


Hero. I bet Tommy had put Annie up to her little 
shenanigans, but I didn’t care. It had been fun, I admitted 
to myself, and “Dixie” had been anything but what I’d 
expected. 


“I-I don’t know what to say. You were... you were—” 
“The word is fab-ulous,” Dixie interjected. 

I grinned like a fool. “You were,” I said. “Fabulous.” 
“Fab-ulous, dear,” she corrected with a smirk. 


“Fab-ulous,” I said, this time with the proper 
enunciation. 


“Want a shot?” she asked opening a black clutch. 


“I want a shot at you,” I said before I knew what I was 
saying. 

“Sweet talker, dirty walker.” He reached out, placed a 
hand on my hip, and swiftly and deftly, pulled my crotch 
into his. “Oh, you got that,” he said huskily. For the 
moment, Tommy was back in full force. “After all”—he 
leaned in, blue goatee tickling my ear— “it’s Sunday.” 


I went from “flaccid” to “tumescent” to “turgid” in 
about ten seconds flat. 


“What are you having?” the bartender asked “Dixie.” 


Dixie held up his—her?—hand in a V formation. “Two 
Jager-Bombs.” 


Jagermeister? Oh God. “N-no,” I cried. 


“Hush,” I was commanded, and he handed me a glass 
with way too much fluid in it to be a shot of Jagermeister. It 
looked more like a rum and coke. 


“To Sunday,” Dixie said and we clinked glasses. Dixie 
slugged hers down, so I followed suit. My eyes went wide 
and I coughed. 


“What was that?” I asked. 


“Jagermeister and Red Bull. The Red Bull counters that 
nasty anise taste,” Dixie said. 


“But not its potency,” I said with a rough voice. 


“Of course not.” Tommy was back. He leaned into me 
and placed his mouth to mine. This time there was only a 
second’s hesitation before he gave me his tongue. His 
mouth tasted sweet and somehow it only made me harder. 
He pulled back and said, “I gotta go,” and, like a stage 
magician, vanished into the crowd. 


“Anything else?” the bartender half yelled, yanking me 
most of the way from my sexual haze. 


“IL... uh....” I had to think about it before finally 
ordering the round of drinks I’d promised to get my friends. 


After finding my seat, we were well entertained by 
Gena Talia (doing a wonderful reworked cover song that 
she called “Somebody That I Used To Blow”); Billy the Bear, 
who was not dressed as a woman—a great giant of a man in 
flannel singing all about being a lumberjack and he was 
okay; and more jokes and teasing from our host, Liddle 
Awful Annie. 


Finally, it seemed, it was time for Tommy to retake the 
stage. 


“All right,” Annie shouted. “It’s that time again. Feast 
your eyes on the stage. Let’s welcome... Diiixieee 
Wrecked!” 

The lights went low and to the sound of a whistling 
tune, the curtains parted once more. 

There was Dixie, center stage, a single tight spotlight 
on her face—whistling. 

Then she began to sing as the spot slowly grew to 
show her standing there in a dazzling pink triangular 
muumuu-tight dress trimmed in long black fur. 


All of my life I’ve never fit 

But I won’t complain and I won’t quit. 

I am enormous, get used to it. 

Everyone tells me I’m too much, 

Maybe it’s just you’re not enough for me, can’t you 
see, 

I’m the kind of woman I’m supposed to be? 


And then to my horror and booming laughter, I realized 
just exactly what his dress was supposed to be as Dixie 
began to sing the chorus. 


My vagina is eight miles wide! 

Absolutely everyone can come inside! 

If you’re ever frightened just run and hide. 
My vagina is eight miles wide! 


Dixie groped herself obscenely. 


Two boys walked onto the stage wearing triangular fur 
loin cloths, complete with a bright pink stripe down the 
front, and began to slowly dance around Dixie as she 
sang.... 


So, tell me what is womanly to you? 
She should be strong but not too much of a brute. 


Dixie flexed her muscles. 


It’s cool if she’s powerful, but way better if she’s 
cute. 


She batted her huge blue eyelashes at us. 


For all of us girls who don’t fit in, I say go 
Amazonian. 
You can be a kick-ass bruiser, and be feminine. 


(and, hey! I’d heard Tommy sing this before!) 


My vagina is eight miles wide! 

Absolutely everyone can come inside! 

If you’re ever frightened just run and hide. 
My vagina is eight miles wide! 


Next, Dixie was joined by two more men: Billy the 
Bear, and a hunky muscular man. 


Now I am not loose and I’m not a whore. 

This is a metaphor for 

My super vigantastically mystical feminine goddess 
core! 

And I hate it when women make that noise, 

That we don’t need daddies, men or boys.... 


(her companions posed around her) 


Even the hardcore dykes like cock-shaped sex toys! 


(and using that sleight of hand again, Dixie produced 
an enormous double-headed dildo) 


My vagina 


—she continued with the bridge, brandishing the dildo 
like a baton— 


It’s universal! 

Like a penis—but reversible. 
Come on in, the water’s fine. 
It’s not my vagina! 

It’s our vagina! 


Then once more she launched into the chorus. Was I 
surprised that half the audience joined in? Not at all. 


My vagina is eight miles wide! 
Absolutely everyone can come inside! 


If you’re ever frightened just run and hide. 
My vagina is eight miles wide! 


Then she shouted, “Just the boys!” And yes, it seemed 
every man in the bar was singing, laughing, and booming 
out the words. Again, was I surprised? Not really. I was 
kind of surprised to find myself on my feet and joining in, 
though. 


And finally she cried out, “Everyone!” And of course 
everyone joined in on the final chorus. 

Slowly the spotlight shrank once more, and Dixie sang 
a torch singer final echo... 


Wide-wide vigantic, vigantic, vigantic... a big big 
love. 
Vigantic, vigantic, vigantic, a big big love! 


The light went out and the crowd went wild. 


CHAPTER 19 


WE WERE at Tommy’s apartment. We’d cut out of the bar as 
soon as we could, within a half hour of the end of the show. 
A jock-strapped boy had taken me backstage, and I saw 
immediately what Tommy had been talking about when I 
saw how tiny the dressing room was and why he put on all 
of his makeup at home. 

I did get to see him in his tighty-whities, though, and I 
must say I approved. 

Yup, there was a bit of tummy there—and oh how that 
would help my ego when he saw me shirtless—and it was as 
furry as Daniel Radcliffe’s. My boner approved of that and 
his hairy chest and big round butt. 

So, yes, we got out of The Male Box as fast as we 
could. Daph offered to take Jeannie back to the hotel— 

“You sure, baby?” Jeannie said, giving me a good-night 
hug. 

“Tm sure. Hey, it’s Sunday.” 

“It sure is,” she said and gave me a peck on the cheek. 

—and I went back to Tommy’s apartment in Herbie the 
purple bug. 

I started to kiss Tommy the minute we got in the door. 
“Tommy,” I sighed between kisses. “You were so awesome 
tonight.” Kiss. “I had no idea.” Kiss. “Why didn’t you tell 
me...” Kiss. “...it was going to be like that?” 


“I told you,” he said (we still hadn’t made it out of the 
apartment’s tiny foyer), “you would just have to come to the 
show.” 


I kissed him some more. “I-I wanted to fuck you right 
there on that stage.” 


“Liked my vagina, did ya?” he asked. 
I cupped his sweet and surprisingly tight ass in my 
hands. “I hope to be likin’ something of yours, anyway.” 


Tommy spun away with a cute smile. “I’m going to take 
a quick shower,” he said. He hadn’t removed all of his 
makeup and his mop of chaotic hair was still held flat with 
bobby pins. 


I grabbed his hand. “Want me to wash your... back? I 
could join you.” God, I wanted to join him. Join with him. I 
couldn’t believe how much. Was this what waiting a few 
days could do to you? I had not only grown more attracted 
to him physically, but as a person as well. 


Of course I’d heard about this. I’m not stupid. I’d 
written about this. As I keep saying, I am a romance writer, 
after all. But I’m embarrassed to admit it wasn’t anything 
Pd had much experience with. Sex is just too readily and 
easily available, especially for gay men. It’s been that way 
long before I came out, before I was born. But with the 
Internet and Craigslist, with Adam4Adam and Bear411, 
with Silverback and E-MaleConnect, sex was right there for 
the typical red-blooded, no-patience-for-delayed- 
gratification American gay man. I’ve never really wanted to 
wait, so I pretty much chose the path where I didn’t have 
to. 

I’m a product of my generation, I guess. Excuse or not, 
proud of it or not, it’s true. 

What if Tommy and I lived in the same city? What if we 
could wait even longer? Of course, we couldn’t. I was 
leaving the next day. It was tonight or never. I sure wasn’t 


going to try a long-distance relationship. Everybody I’ve 
ever known who’s attempted one was miserable most of the 
time, elated on their rare rendezvous or vacations, and ten 
times more miserable when they were separated once 
more. 


No way! No way in hell did I want that, and I knew it. I 
knew it like I knew what a mistake it was to ever get a 
roommate or go out with someone who had a cat. Ill think I 
can maybe do it this time, but no. I’d soon find out what I 
knew all along. I am not a cat person and letting one in my 
life was a mistake. 


I knew I couldn’t do a long-distance relationship, so I 
wasn't even going to try. 

Just then, a cat jumped up on the back of Tommy’s 
couch. Good God. One more reason to know this couldn’t 
work.... 

But as I watched Tommy walk away—his round butt 
barely concealed by just how short his shorts were—I could 
only wonder. 

I was going to have me some of that tonight. Maybe 
twice, if I didn’t conk out. Perhaps once more in the 
morning? Three times if I was supremely lucky, and he’d 
have me at least once if I had anything to say about it. 

Four times. 

That was it. 

What would it be like to know I could have more? 

I let out a grunt and chuckled at myself. I was acting 
like a lesbian. Next thing, I’d be ordering a U-Haul. And 
petting that cat. 

(enjoy tonight) 

“Hey,” came Tommy’s voice from the other room, and I 
stepped into the actual apartment—cute, not overly 
masculine or drag queenie, a mating of the two—it couldn’t 


be more Tommy. “Why don’t you make us a couple of 
cosmos? There’s a pitcher of them in the fridge.” 


“Okay,” I called back. “And we don’t have to worry 
about someone showing up?” 


“No one we can’t ignore,” came the answer. “I’m 
roommate-free now, remember.” The shower came on, and I 
heard the shower curtain close. He’d left the bathroom 
door open. I grinned and felt my cock shift at just the idea 
of him being naked. There was nothing covering that butt 
now. Was it fuzzy? God, I hoped so. Should I go sneak a 
peek? 

“No peeking,” came a shout, and I laughed. Psychic 
Channel anyone? 


The kitchen was easy enough to find. I went to the 
refrigerator and gave a gasp of surprise. It was covered in 
magnets, and I mean covered. There couldn’t have been 
more than a few inches bare from top to bottom, left to 
right. 

Vacation magnets: St. Louis with its arch, New Orleans 
(a crawfish), San Francisco (one of the Golden Gate Bridge 
and one of a teddy bear dressed in real leather), Chicago 
(The Adler Planetarium), New York (a lovely gold one of the 
Empire State Building), and one for the 100th Anniversary 
of the Titanic (I would have to ask Tommy what that one 
was about). 


Celebrities: Judy Garland (of course), Stephen King, 
Cher, Elvis Presley, Lady Gaga, and oh! a naked Francois 
Sagat! 

Movies and plays: Dracula (the original), Wicked, 
Finding Nemo, Aida, Gone With the Wind, Rent. 


Funny ones: “Fairy Soap; Have You a Little Fairy in 
Your Home?” “I’ll have a cafe mocha vodka marijuana latte 
to go, please.” “I Know Victoria’s Secret... she’s a guy!” 
“How Does Martha Do It With Only 23 Servants?” “The 


Queen of Everything,” and “Metropolitan Refrigerator of 
Art” (I couldn’t help but smile at the last two). 


I shook my head. How Tommy. 


Then finally there were a few that made me think. Not 
that I was in the mood for it, but they almost gave me the 
chills.... 


“Whether or not it is clear to you, no doubt the 
Universe is unfolding as it should....” 


My God... Did he believe that? 
And then.... 


“Most People Spend Their Time Trying to Find 
Someone to Sleep with Instead of Finding Someone Worth 
Waking Up To.” 

I gulped. 

Then I opened the door, saw the glass pitcher of 
Tommy’s pink wonderment, and also noted the fridge was 
neither spotless nor gross. The casserole had no green fur, 
and neither of the few Tupperware containers were marked 
and dated. Not a germophobe, and not gross either. Nice. I 
peeked into the sink. One coffee mug, one plate, a fork and 
knife, not washed. But the sink wasn’t full either. Again, 
nice. And yes, there was a little bit of old coffee in the pot. 
Tommy was just the kind of man that made a perfect 
roommate. 

I grabbed the pitcher of cosmopolitans and just as I 
was about to pour, saw the tin of pink sugar. I rolled my 
eyes and grinned. 

Okay, Tommy. 

A second look in the cabinet revealed cosmo glasses, 
and wetting the edges with some ReaLemon juice, I dipped 
them into the sugar until the rims were well and truly 
sparkling pink, then I poured our drinks to a level where it 


was a Careful balancing act to make my way to the living 
room without spilling. 


When I got there, Tommy was just emerging from the 
bathroom wearing a baggy tank top and gray sweat shorts. 
No underwear. A heavenly combination. I could see both his 
hairy chest and the best display yet of his basket. 

I handed Tommy his drink, and his face lit up at the 
sight. “You did it! Sugared the glasses.” 

“I figured that’s what you wanted.” 

Tommy nodded. “Want to sit down?” 

“I do, but I filled these so high they’ll spill. Let’s take a 
quick sip.” 

“What shall we drink to?” he asked. 

I wanted to say “to Sunday,” but hell, it had been said 
before. “How ’bout to Dixie?” 

If he’d looked happy before, his face damn near glowed 
at my words, and those deep laugh lines around his eyes 
turned into canyons. 

God, he was so fucking cute. 

“You really liked her?” Tommy asked. 

I nodded. “I did. You were amazing. You convinced me. 
All drag isn’t bad.” 

We carefully touched glasses and drank. Then Tommy 
waved toward the couch, sat down with his legs tucked 
under him, and I joined him. 

I was trying to be good, but it was hard not to stare at 
his crotch. I could clearly see three distinct shapes, both of 
his balls—nice sized, not too small and not ridiculously big 
—and I could just make out the shape of his penis. Cut? 
Uncut? 

Whatever, like the apartment and ‘Tommy’s 
housecleaning, it would be just right. 

Like the baby bear’s bed. 


I laughed. Bear. Bed. Just right. 

“What?” Tommy asked. 

“I—” I began to giggle. 
apartment.” 

“I used to work in Visual Merchandizing,” he said 
casually. 

“What?” 

“I worked for Swanson’s on the Plaza, the Jones Store, 
Macy’s. I did their windows.” He pointed at a parson’s table 
on one wall with a glass top and two marble greyhounds 
serving for the legs. “I repainted them so they’d look like 
marble.” 

“Nice,” I said, and meant it. 

“Plus you can never go wrong with throw pillows and 
the occasional scarf tossed over a lamp.” 

“Or candles,” I offered. Tommy had a lot of candles. 

“Or candles,” Tommy agreed and sipped at his drink. 

I watched his lips. He had a lovely mouth. I loved 
kissing it. I’d love more than that. 

“It’s comfortable,” I said. 

“It’s not too drag-queenie?” 

I frowned. “I’m sorry if I’ve been a jerk.” 

Tommy snickered. “It’s okay, hero.” 

“You put Annie up to that, didn’t you?” 

“No,” Tommy said. 

“Come on.” 

“No. Really. I told her you were coming, but I didn’t 
put her up to anything. Ill tell you, I was afraid when that 
curtain parted, you might have headed for the hills.” 

“T just about had a heart attack when I first saw you on 
that stage.” I found myself laughing again. “That was 
brilliant.” 


Li 


‘—T was just admiring your 


“T can’t really take total credit for that one,” Tommy 
said. “When I was first sneaking into the bars—I was 
probably seventeen or eighteen—” 

“Seventeen?” 


“—there was this bartender-slash-drag queen that used 
to do Divine all the time.” 

“To do Divine or to do Divine?” I asked raising my 
eyebrows. 

“He dressed like Divine. Divine died when I was a kid.” 

I shrugged. Who knew? Well, besides a drag queen. 

“Anyway, every time ‘Don’t Leave Me This Way’ would 
play on the juke box he’d say he always wanted to do that 
number in a straitjacket hanging upside down from the 
ceiling....” 

I chuckled. The image was funny. The reality had been 
even funnier. 

“Of course I wasn’t hanging from the ceiling, but I 
think what I did worked. He died. AIDS related. So when I 
do that number it’s my way of doing a tribute to him.” 

“T still can’t believe it,” I said. “All this time I was 
trying to picture you as a woman and that isn’t what you 
do. I wish you had told me.” 

Tommy took another sip of his cosmo, leaned over and 
placed it on his glass-top coffee table (there was a 
sculpture of an all-but-naked man functioning as its base) 
and looked me in the eye. “Would it have made any 
difference?” 

“What?” I asked. 


“If I had shaved? If had done actual female 
impersonation like Dharma? If that made me happy?” 


I gulped. Cleared my throat. 


“There are lots of kinds of gay people,” he said. “Just 
like there are all kinds of straight people and if Magilla 


Gorilla wants to dress up like Rhianna, then so what, as 
long as it makes him happy?” 


“I... I’m sure you’re right,” I said, suddenly feeling like 
I’d felt in that interrogation room a few days ago. It felt 
nothing like the “sexy” I’d felt just a few minutes ago. 


“It’s okay with you that I do scag-drag?” 
“What?” 


“Drag where I don’t really try to pass myself off as a 
woman. Where I keep my beard and wear my combat boots. 
Wouldn’t it be okay with you if I wanted to try and really 
pass myself off as a woman?” 

“T just don’t get it!” I cried in frustration. 


“What don’t you get?” he asked and laid his hand on 
my thigh. A hand with fingernails still painted to match his 
florescent blue wig. 

“Why would a gay man, who likes men, want to dress 
up like a woman? Why doesn’t he want to wear things that 
show off his masculinity? I mean, like, God, Tommy, your 
shorts are driving me bonkers. I want to frigging pounce on 
you and rip them off.” 

Tommy gave me a shy smile. Damn, he was so sweet 
and sexy. It made me all the more excited. Certainly more 
excited than this sudden shift in conversation. 

“Why would a gay man want to hide his maleness,” I 
said, “if he wants a man in his bed? Because when that 
dress comes off, there’s gonna be a real Crying Game going 
on if the man he’s gone to bed with thinks he’s a woman. I 
don’t get it.” 

Tommy took my hand. Brought it to his lips and kissed 
it. “Jude. What do you need to get? There’s a lot of things in 
life you’re not going to ‘get’. I don’t get why a man would 
want to get with a woman. Not really. I can’t imagine taking 
a woman to bed and I don’t ‘get’ why anyone would. But I 


accept it. And thank God there are straight people out 
there making new gay boys for us.” 

I shrugged, smiled despite myself. Now that was true. 

“I don’t have to ‘get’ it,” Tommy said. “Straight people 
don’t get why I’d want to fuck a man in the ass when I 
could fuck pussy, the thing I’m ‘supposed’ to fuck. Vaginas 
are ‘natural’ they say. Ass is ‘not’. What I want them to 
understand is not why I want it. They just need to accept it. 
They don’t have to ‘get’ it.” 

It made sense, I thought. 


“And you?” Tommy continued. “You don’t have to ‘get’ 
why a man wants to dress up like a woman, or even be a 
woman. Or why some dyke cuts her hair short and wears 
flannel. Accept it. If we all did that, the world would turn 
just a little easier.” 


I gulped. Damn, had the mood changed or what? 
Moments ago I thought we might fuck in the foyer, but 
now? There was a decided lowering of sexual electricity. 

What do I do? I almost felt ashamed. I sat there 
thinking that what Tommy was saying was true. Why, I’d 
been acting downright prejudiced when I came to think 
about it. Thinking ill of someone, or a group of people, 
simply because they weren’t what I was. 

“Hell. I might as well be my own mother,” I said. 

Tommy squeezed my hand. “I think it’s baggage. 
Baggage with that ex of yours that was an alcoholic. 
Sounds like he was, anyway.” 

“Probably,” I muttered. 

“T think maybe you’ve linked his hideous behavior with 
every drag queen out there.” 

“Maybe.” 


“And I also think that maybe we all have something or 
someone we think we’re better than. It’s hardwired into us. 


Maybe even genetic. Like a pecking order, or something. 
But instinct or not, we have to work on that. Be better.” 


I dropped my eyes. “I could work on that. For you.” I 
looked at our interlaced fingers, the difference in them so 
obvious—his nails were bright blue after all. And you know, 
there wasn’t anything wrong with his fingers. They were 
so... Tommy. I smiled. 


“What?” 


I bent my head, raised his hand to my lips, and kissed 
it. Kissed each knuckle. And then looking up through half- 
lidded eyes, kissed each and every painted nail. 


Tommy gave me a beautiful smile, cupped my cheek 
with his other hand, and then kissed me. 


Oh, it was a sweet kiss, like all his kisses. Seemed to 
me there was a song about sweet kisses, but I couldn’t 
remember what it was. Tommy probably knew and even 
that made me smile. 


“Oh Tommy,” I said, “I—really—like you. Do you know 
that?” 


“T-I really like you,” Tommy responded and we kissed 
again. He rested his forehead against mine. “Do you like 
me even though?” 


“Even though what?” I asked. 
“Even though I’m a drag queen?” 


Did I? I thought of the first time I’d laid eyes on 
Tommy. He was dancing in place and he was singing the 
lyrics to “Born This Way.” The next I saw him he’d shown 
up in a lavender Hawaiian shirt and color-coordinated 
grass skirt. Then there was the rainbow Hawaiian shirt 
with matching leis and skirt. There had been his constant 
talk of hairbrush singers. Then the costumes he came up 
with for the ball (which he did in only an hour or so) and his 
dance of a thousand strings of pearls.... Had Tommy shown 


me anything but his queen-self? He was a natural 
performer. All that I had seen was who Tommy was. 
Somehow I had grown more and more attracted to him 
despite characteristics that I might have bitched about a 
week ago. In fact.... “I’m beginning to wonder,” I said, “if I 
like you because you're a drag queen.” 

“Awww,” said Tommy and kissed me again, this time 
wetting my lips with his tongue and demanding and 
receiving entrance into my mouth. God! What kisses! 

We shifted. “Want a reward?” he whispered. 

I glanced down to the front of his shorts. Yes, that soft 
gray fabric was hiding nothing. Tommy had begun to fill out 
his shorts and what I could see so far looked very nice. Not 
too small. Not too big. 

Just right. 

“Oh yes,” I answered. 

“Good.” He sat back, and that repositioning showed 
even more of him. God, I couldn’t wait to see it bare. Take it 
in my mouth. 

“You want to know why I do it?” 

“Do what?” I grinned and tried to waggle my eyebrows 
like he would. 

“Why I do drag.” 

“Oh,” I said. Now, I hadn’t seen that coming. I thought 
we’d moved back to sex. 

“It’s all Marilyn’s fault,” he replied happily. 

“Marilyn Monroe?” I asked, confused. 

“No. Manson. Yes, of course, Monroe!” 

I tried not to look down at Tommy’s cock. Was that a 
wet spot forming? Didn’t he know my mouth was watering? 

“It was the summer after fourth grade,” he said. “I 
know because mom had moved us lock, stock, and barrel to 


Atlanta, Georgia, to follow some man. We only stayed the 
summer and came home because they were done with by 
then already, and our house hadn’t sold. 


“Anyway, I was watching Gentlemen Prefer Blondes—” 


“With Marilyn Monroe,” I said—I love that movie— 
gaining interest in Tommy’s story. Where was this going? 


“Yup. She was starring as the vivacious Lorelei Lee 
and when it got to her big number, ‘Diamonds Are a Girl’s 
Best Friend’, I was a goner. I watched all those men in their 
tuxedos whisking her around, carrying her high, and I 
wanted them to do the same thing to me. Dozens of men 
carrying me around the stage while I belted out some hot 
song.” 

Tommy had gotten a heavenly faraway look on his face 
and I sat up, unable to help the smile spreading across my 
own. 


“But then I noticed how really boring the men looked, 
all replicas of each other, even their hair matching. And 
there was Marilyn in that fab-ulous dress.” 


“Fab-ulous,” I repeated, careful to enunciate correctly. 


“In all that pink with those sparkling diamonds she 
stood out in the crowd. I knew right then that I wanted that 
too. To stand out. I’d never been just like everybody else, 
all made out of ticky-tacky, and looking just the same. 


“I think it was right then and there that Dixie was 
born. The problem was I didn’t want to be Marilyn. Ild 
already seen one of my mom’s boyfriend’s nudie books. 
He’d showed me a centerfold and I remember asking him 
where her peepee was. He thought that was so funny and 
he pointed at her vagina and told me it was right there. I 
looked and looked and told him I couldn’t see it and he 
laughed some more and told me all about vaginas. More 
that day than I wished I knew today.” 


“You really didn’t know about vaginas?” I asked. “Not 
at all?” 

Tommy shrugged. “I know that’s hard to believe. 
Maybe I was really naive or maybe it just hadn’t clicked or 
something. And I didn’t have any sisters. He told me one 
day I would like vaginas, and I told him ‘No way! I like 
penises!’” Tommy sat up at that last, acting it out like an 
actor on the stage. “He didn’t like that. Told mom on me. 
What he didn’t know was that I’d already been checking 
out men in the locker room at the public pool. I remember 
asking this man why my penis looked so different than his. 
He looked at me weird, too, and then told me one day mine 
would get bigger and hairy too.” 

“So, is it big and hairy?” I said lasciviously. 

Tommy blushed and gave me a sly grin. “I don’t know 
how big it is, but if you think my tummy’s furry, just wait 
‘till you see my dick.” 

“I can’t wait,” I replied. 

“Patience,” he said. 

“I’m trying. I don’t know if I ever waited this long 
before.” 

“You’re worse than me,” he chuckled. 

“Birds of a feather?” 

“Maybe. The point,” Tommy said, “my point, is that 
from the minute I saw Marilyn do that number, I wanted to 
be a star. But I didn’t want to be a girl. I remember the first 
time I saw a drag queen. I so got it. There were other men 
who wanted just what I did. To be a star! 

“Then years later I was drunk, or high, or both, with 
my friend Annie—” 

“Little Awful Annie?” 

“Liddle,” he corrected. “And yes. She told me she’d 
been putting together this show and had me come see it 


and the minute I saw Gena Talia perform, I knew I wanted 
to try that.” 
“Just once?” I asked, thinking of Fred. 


He rolled his eyes. “I don’t know that I thought it 
would be only once even then. Annie introduced me to 
Gena, and he took me under his wing, and I took to 
performing like a duck to water. And here I am five years 
later.” 

“Five years!” I said. “That’s how long I’ve been with 
New Visions.” 


“So we found our dreams at the same time.” 
We smiled. 


“I think back to all those boyfriends my mother had 
and how they all seemed to disapprove of me. They would 
tell my mom that I was too loud and too obnoxious, but 
what they really meant was I was too flamboyant. She 
didn’t care, though. She said that I could be whoever I 
wanted to be.” 


“I wish my mom had felt that way. She was always 
trying to fix me.” 


“What about your dad?” 


“He was pretty cool. I remember when I was a kid, we 
joined Indian Guides, this father and son thing. We had 
these fabulous—” I grinned. “—these fab-ulous costumes 
with red fringe and feathers hanging all over them. We’d 
dance around the bonfire and I was... I was....” My words 
came to a stop as a realization came to me. Some kind of 
light bulb went off. 


“You were a star?” Tommy asked with his sweetest 
smile yet. 


My throat clicked and for some reason my eyes got 
wet. I nodded. 


“What happened then? Your dad?” 


My eyes began to fill. “He died. A long time ago. My 
senior year of high school. He had a heart attack.” 


Tommy took my hand again and squeezed hard. “God. 
So you lost your dad and your mom the same year.” 

“I lost everything. My home. Mom wouldn’t even let 
me take my dog.” I shrugged. “Billy was allergic anyway.” 

“Bill was your...?” Tommy asked. 

“My boyfriend. And I lost him too.” 

A melancholy crept over me. 

God. 


What a mood killer all this talk was turning out to be. I 
glanced down at Tommy’s crotch and sure enough, he’d lost 
his erection. 


Just like me. 


Tommy jumped to his feet. “Refill time.” He grabbed our 
glasses and left the room. 


Piss up a rope. 
I had to do something. 


I glanced around and saw the time on his DVD player. 
After midnight. Shit! In twelve hours I’d be on a plane. 


I jumped up and raced to the kitchen. Tommy was 
filling our glasses. 


I didn’t get there fast enough, dammit. 
He handed me my cocktail, restocked with sugar. 
“To Sunday?” I asked. 


Tommy touched my glass with his own, not saying a 
word. I drank mine in two big swallows. Tommy watched, 
then gave me a questioning look. I took his glass, laid it on 


the counter, and pushed him gently back against his 
metropolitan refrigerator of art and kissed him. 

I would get the mood back if it killed me. Only twelve 
hours left. I wanted him so bad I could scream. Strange 
what words could do. Maybe if I said something? I was a 
writer. “Tommy,” I said. “Tommy, I like you so much. I can’t 
remember when I felt like this last.” 

“I more than like you,” he said, and I felt a little zing 
run through my chest. “And the last time I felt like this was 
in the rain,” he said and kissed me back. 

“What?” I asked, kissed him. 

“I was fourteen,” he whispered as his lips rested 
against mine. “I was caught in the rain and this boy a year 
or two older than me opened his raincoat and pulled me 
against him and then suddenly we were kissing and I fell in 
love for the very first time. That was when I felt like this 
last.” 

God! I felt my eyes mist up. 

Tommy had feelings for me. 

I pulled him tight and kissed him hard and... 

... something was wrong. 

I pulled back slowly, looked into his eyes. “Tommy?” 

He said nothing, so I kissed him once more. I ran my 
hands down his back, clasped his bottom, pulled him 
against me again, ran my tongue along his lips. He 
surrendered then. 

I kissed down his mouth, then along his jaw, his neck, 
sucked at his collarbone, took his mouth again and.... 


He stopped me. 
God. 


He looked up into my eyes, his so beautiful and deep, 
and I saw they were wet, as mine had been a few minutes 
ago. “Jude...,” he whispered. 


“What?” I asked. 

A tear welled up and rolled down his cheek. “I-I can’t.” 

“Tommy,” I almost whined. 

“You’re going to hate me now....” 

“No. No, I can’t hate you,” I said and meant it. Really 
meant it. I felt an ache deep inside I didn’t understand, but 
I knew there was no hate to be had. “What’s wrong? Did I 
say something wrong? Something about my dad? My 
mom?” 

Tommy shook his head. 

“Tommy, I want you so much.” 

“Me too.” 


I felt a wash of relief. “We don’t have much time. I 
leave tomorrow. If we don’t....” 


“I know!” To my shock, Tommy pushed me back, eyes 
now dripping with tears. “That’s the goddamn problem.” 
He trembled. Wrapped his arms around himself. “Dammit! 
Why didn’t you go with me that night instead of Dino?” His 
lip quivered. 


Dino! Was that what this was about? My fear that I’d 
hurt his feelings by running off with Dino realized. “T- 
Tommy. I’m sorry. It’s just—” 

“I know what it was just,” he cried. “I totally know it! 
You think I would have told Dino no? But if you would have 
had sex with me that night, this would be different. I would 
gladly have done anything you wanted. Hell! I was cleaned 
out and showered and ready. Neither one of us is Doris Day. 
We’d have fucked like porn stars and had a great time and 
that would have been the end of it.” 


Tommy trembled again. Grabbed his cosmo and 
upended it. 


He looked at me. 


“But then we didn’t have sex. And we’ve gotten to 
know each other. And the more I’ve gotten to know you, the 
more I like you. Son of a bitch! If we had just fucked it 
would have been over. I probably would never have even 
come back. At least to you. I’d have gotten my autographs 
and left. Now I don’t even have that.” 


“Tommy?” What was he saying? Whatever it was, I felt 
myself starting to cry again as well. 


“Jude....” He took a breath. “I like you a lot. I guess I 
like you too much. I hate that you’re leaving tomorrow. I 
hate it!” 

“What are you saying?” I asked. 


“Jude. I can’t. I can’t take you to bed. I can’t. We'll 
make love, and believe me, I’ll make love to you all night, 
and then you’ll go away and I’ll never see you again. And—I 
—can’t—stand—it!” 

Shit. I wanted to scream. My heart lurched in my chest 
and, shit, those words! 


“Baby,” he said (and my heart shook again), “I know 
you'll think I’m stupid, but God... I think I’m falling in love 
with you....” 

He dropped his eyes and shivered again. 

And right then, at that very second, I knew. “I think 
I’ve already fallen in love with you,” I whispered. 

He looked up and we locked eyes. “Oh God,” he said. 
He took a step and I did as well—put my arms around him 
and pulled him to me. He let me, but didn’t put his arms 
around me. “I can’t believe it. How? What do we do?” 

“We could make love,” I said. “We have tonight—” 

“Who needs tomorrow?” he responded. 

Hell. Did Tommy know a song for every occasion? 
“Yes,” I said, “Who needs tomorrow?” 


“I-I do,” he said. “If I take you to my bed, I will need 
you tomorrow. And the day after that. And the day after 
that.” 

Then we didn’t say anything. We just stood there. We 
cried. 

And finally, he took me home. 


WHEN I got back to the hotel room, I was surprised to see 
that Jeannie was still awake. She was propped up with 
some pillows, her laptop in her lap, no doubt answering 
some e-mail or something. “Well,” she said. “I wasn’t 
expecting you. At least not this early.” 

I threw myself on my bed and said nothing. 

“Bum fuck?” 

“No fuck at all,” I said into my pillow. 

There was a long silence. 

“Aren’t you going to say anything?” I asked. 

“What do you want me to say?” she answered. 

“Oh, something sarcastic, I guess. Your usual.” 

Another pause. 

“Tell me.” 

“He likes me too much.” 

Pause. 

“He likes you too much?” 

My heart wrenched again. Why did we wait? If we had 
just gone ahead and... I sat up, suddenly angry. “This is 
your fault!” I shouted. “If you hadn’t interfered with all that 
‘wait until Sunday’ shit, Tommy and I would have done it!” 

Jeannie’s brows came together; her eyes began to slit. 
“Oh?” she said, her voice icy. 


“He said that he liked me too much and he couldn’t 
stand the idea that he won’t see me tomorrow and he 


couldn’t go through with it! I waited just like you said, and 
look what it got me. Blue balls!” 

“Go fucking jack off in the shower!” she barked. 

“That won’t help with how much I want him!” I cried. 

“Well, boo hoo. Jude didn’t get the man he set his 
target on.” She set her laptop aside. “I got news for you, 
baby. You can’t always get what you want. At least you got 
laid the other night.” 

“It’s not the same thing!” I bellowed. 

“Why the hell not?” Jeannie asked. 

“Because I like Tommy!” I shouted and buried my face 
in my pillow and began to cry again. 

A moment later Jeannie was on my bed and laying a 
hand on my shoulder. “There, there,” she said quietly. 

“If I had just fucked him it would be over,” I sobbed. 
“B-but I had to go and l-like him and....” God! Was I 
regretting? Regretting what I hadn’t done? Regretting what 
Tommy wouldn’t let us do? Regretting I couldn’t get what I 
wanted? I certainly couldn’t regret what I had done. I 
hadn’t done anything! 

Jeannie began to rub my shoulders. 

“Oh Jeannie. It-it felt so good. And now I feel like 
fucking shit!” 

“Sssssshhhh... It’s okay, Jude.” 

“I started to get it. The whole anticipation thing. And 
now?” 

“Life’s a bitch and then you die, I know,” Jeannie said 
soothingly. 

I almost laughed. Rolled over instead. Wiped at my 
face. “I can’t believe he made me leave. We had cosmos and 
hard-ons and everything.” 


Jeannie snickered. Composed herself. “Sorry,” she said. 
Then burst into laughter. 


“Jeannie! Stop it!” 
“Were you dipping your cocks into the cosmos?” she 
asked. 


“No! Fuck you!” I rolled back over. 
“Sorry.” She giggled again. Coughed. “I was just trying 
to make you feel better.” 


“Jeannie!” I sat up. “I am forty-one years old and I 
have never been with a man longer than nine months.” 


“Same amount of time it would take to have a baby,” 
she said. 


“But why? People like me! I’m a nice guy. But all I find 
are losers. How old were you when you met Joe? Like, 
sixteen?” 


She sighed. “Yes.” 


“You’ve got someone. You know what that’s like. Is it 
good? Is it better than what I’ve been doing?” 


“Yes. No. I...” She sighed again. “It’s nice always 
having someone there. But there are times where I really 
have just about put a pillow over his face and held it down 
until he died. Married life has a hell of a lot of challenges. 
Sometimes I wish I wasn’t married.” She got a little smile 
on her face. “Then I'll have a really bad day. Nothing going 
right. Hating the world and myself and everything, and in 
he walks with some flowers and my favorite wine and 
suddenly it’s all better. He knows me. Jude, he knows me 
better than anyone on Earth.” 


My heart grew heavy. “Gosh.” 
“And that’s good.” 


“T want someone to know me like that,” I said, and felt 
the frigging tears well up again. “I want to know someone 
like that.” 


“Do you think Tommy could be that someone?” 

“I don’t know! Fuck! How can I get to know someone 
who lives five hundred miles away?” 

“When Joe was in the service, he was half a world 
away. It wasn’t easy but we did it.” 

I shook my head. “I don’t like cats....” 

“What?” 

I shook it again. “It doesn’t matter.” I lay down and 
propped my head up with my arm. “What’s going to happen 
to me?” I asked. 

“Spoiler alert!” Jeannie cried. “One of these days 
you're going to die.” 

I gasped. “I thought you were trying to make me feel 
better!” 

“Just trying to shake you out of it,” she said. “Look. If 
you don’t think you can do the long-distance thing with 
Tommy, then just do the same thing you did with Tommy 
the next time you meet a nice guy. Wait. Don’t rush it. Build 
up that get-to-know-him feeling. Pick a guy that lives in 
Chicago.” 

Chicago. Frigging Chicago. God. Did I even ever want 
to see that mass of concrete and people again? So huge? So 
busy. So congested. 

“I don’t know, Jeannie. I don’t know if I ever even want 
to see a man face-to-face again as long as I live.” 

“TIl drink to that,” she said. “Or I would if we had 
anything to drink.” 

“I guess room service is closed?” I asked. 

“The bar certainly is,” Jeannie replied. 

“Told you we should have gotten some booze.” 

“So you did,” she said. “So you did.” 


CHAPTER 20 


“I CAN’T take this anymore!” Lionel cried. 

“Take what?” I asked. I was sitting on the couch, 
watching RuPaul’s Drag Race. I had no idea what was 
going on, who was in the running, nothing. I wasn’t really 
paying attention. I took a sip of my beer and placed it next 
to the three empties. 

“You are driving me crazy with all this dramatic 
mooning.” 

“Tam not mooning,” I said. 

“Yes, you are! You’re like that old lady in that movie. 
The one that says ‘Oh, l'amour, l'amour...’ all the time.” 

“Don’t!” I said empathically. “Don’t ever say that again. 
Not as long as you live.” 

“Lighten up, tiger! You got to pull yourself together. 
You gotta wash that man right out of your hair!” 


“I don’t gotta do shit.” 


“Wrong. You need to get laid. That’s what you need. 
That’ll do wonders.” 


“T got laid,” I told Lionel. 
“You did?” he asked, clearly shocked. 


I grabbed my beer, slugged the last bit, stood and 
juggled it with my empties and headed into the kitchen. “I 
went to Steamworks,” I tossed over my shoulder. 


“You’re shittin’ me, right?” Lionel asked, hot on my 
heels. 


“No,” I replied. “It took a while, but it happened.” 


“What did he look like?” Lionel squealed. “Tell Li! 
Leave nothing out!” 


I grabbed a beer from the fridge after dumping my 
empties in the recycle bin, then turned and headed back to 
RuPaul. “There’s not a lot to tell. I checked in. Went to the 
hot tub. Got in the pool. Was there about an hour or so 
without much attention paid me. Not that there was that 
many men that time of day. And of course, I’m fat, 
remember....” 


“Juuuude....” 


“Then this really young guy starts hitting on me in the 
sauna.” 


Lionel grinned. “Yeah?” 


“Starts calling me ‘Daddy’. At first I didn’t know he 
was talking to me, and then he got a little more vocal 
asking me if ‘Daddy’ needed his boy to do anything. I finally 
just said that he should get over here and suck ‘Daddy’ off 
and the little shit did. Sucked me off right there. Wanted 
me to bareback him and I wouldn’t.” 


“That’s probably good. Why didn’t you get a condom? 
You can get them anywhere in that place—” 


“Because I didn’t want to move and I was afraid if he 
went and got one he’d find someone skinnier and 
younger....” 


“I don’t think he wanted that, Jude. I think you were 
just the type he was looking for.” 


“You do, huh?” I said, all but glaring at him. I 
wondered what Lionel would think if he knew the kid who 
had sucked me off as if I was an answer to his highest 
prayers was one of Lionel’s own friends. One of the young 
men who'd been to Li’s orgies. More than once. That he’d 
asked me to spend the night in the room he’d rented and 


that he knew I was Li’s roommate. That he’d asked me not 
to tell, because his friends wouldn’t like it that he was hot 
for older, heavier men. I’d been wondering that for a week. 


I decided that if I was going to tell Lionel, I’d wait. 


“I probably coulda fucked him,” I said. “But once I 
came? All I wanted was out of there.” 


I sighed. I’d been so shocked when I came down from 
that orgasm, one where I felt I’d nearly cum my spine out 
of my dick, it was so deeply needed, and he asked me who 
‘Tommy’ was. I’d asked him how he knew about Tommy and 
the kid had said I’d called him Tommy while he was blowing 
me. That he hadn’t minded because it had been kinda hot 
and I could call him Tommy all I wanted and that I should 
spend the night with him. 

But I’d gotten the hell out. Even though I’d paid for the 
night. 

“You know Steamworks’s Bear Night is coming up?” 
Lionel said then. “Fourth Saturday of the month. Bet you 
can get you a lot of action.” 

“Dammit, Li. Is sex your answer to everything?” I 
plopped down on the sofa. 

“Sex is the answer to everything. And don’t go acting 
all virginal on me.” He did his little yoga act on the coffee 
table. How did he bend his ankles like that? 

I found the remote and changed the channel. Maybe I 
could find that piranha anaconda movie Dino had been 
watching in the hospital. 

“You think you’re going to call him?” 

I jolted. Gulped. “What’s the point?” I asked. “He lives 
so far away.” 

“But he’s so fucking hot!” cried Lionel. “I’d do 
anything to get with him.” 


“You don’t even know what Tommy looks like,” I 
snapped. 

“Who? I’m talking about Mr. Muscles.” 

“Oh.” 

Lionel’s shoulders slumped. “I’ll be dammed. Is that 
what this has been about? That’s why you’ve dragging 
yourself all over the place? Drinking more than I’ve ever 
seen you drink? Not showering? Acting like a be-yatch?” 

Not showering? I sniffed my pits. Whoa. They were a 
little strong, weren’t they? 

“You’ve just about got yourself fired from Big John’s. 
You don’t know what I’ve done to keep you from losing your 
job.” 

Probably blown Big John, I figured. “You liked it.” 

Lionel shook his head. “Not really.” 

I stopped on a channel showing The Towering Inferno. 
It wasn’t The Poseidon Adventure, but I never tired of it. 

“So, Jude. This Tommy. You like him, then?” 

I shrugged, not wanting to join in on sharing time. Yes, 
I liked Tommy. A lot. I couldn’t stop thinking about him. 

“Call him.” 

“It’s been two weeks.” 

“Why haven’t you called him if you like him?” 

“He doesn’t want me to call,” I said. 

“How do you know? Maybe he’s doing the twelve-year- 
old girl thing too. Wanting you to call first...?” 

I shook my head. What’s the point? I didn’t like cats 
and I didn’t want to even try a long-distance relationship. 
And it was like I told Li. If Tommy felt the same, he would 
have called me. 

“Forget it,” I said and took a gulp of my beer. “Can you 
move a little to the right? I can’t see.” 


Lionel unfolded himself and stood. “You’re gonna drive 
me to drink,” he said. 

“Beer’s in the fridge,” I told him. 

He shook his head, left the room. “What’s with all the 
magnets?” he called from the other room. 

“Nothing,” I muttered. Not a damned thing. I’d bought 
the Kansas City one on impulse at the airport and been 
picking them up ever since. 

Lionel came back and sat on the couch with me. We 
watched as a couple of people fell out of the window of the 
burning tower, and then later as the glass elevator nearly 
crashed to the ground. 

“I know what I’ll do,” Lionel said. 

“What,” I mumbled. 

“I am going to throw that bear party for you. The one I 
promised before you went out of town? Gonna call every 
hot hairy bear man I know or know of and get them here 
this weekend. I am going to get the blues fucked out of 
you.” 

I turned to him and stared. “Get the blues fucked out 
of me?” 

He nodded vigorously. “Let you get yourself lost in a 
sea of cocks and butts and orgasms. You’ll be fine after 
that. Love is for the birds.” 

“Sex is for bears?” I asked. 

“Sex is for everybody,” he said with a grin, and left the 
room. 


I woxE late the day of the party in a panic. Party? Bear 
party? Sex party? 
Why the hell hadn’t I stopped Lionel? This was insane! 


I didn’t want to go to an orgy. As wild as that sounds 
considering how many times I bitched at Lionel for never 
inviting me to one, I realized I didn’t want to go. I didn’t 
want to lose myself in sea of cock and ass. I wanted to lose 
myself in a sea of romance. There was only one cock I 
wanted. Only one ass. And that wasn’t likely happening. 

I got up. Went to the bathroom. Showered. Almost 
jacked off. Didn’t. If I had to be a host of this damned thing, 
I wanted to be able to do the one thing I could do well and 
that was to shoot. They loved it when someone my age 
could shoot so far. 


I got dressed, tank top and gray sweat shorts (I could 
look in the mirror and pretend I was Tommy), and headed 
into the kitchen. There was coffee in the pot, fresh brewed 
and fresh ground from the smell, and I opened the 
refrigerator for some milk. 

There before me was one package of bratwurst and a 
pound or so of hamburger. I was horrified. 


I gave a quick look to the counter where there was a 
package each of hamburger and hotdog buns. Two bags of 
chips. I looked in the fridge again to see two kinds of dip, a 
small tub of potato salad and a couple of six-packs of beer 
and Diet Coke. Oh shit! This would not do. This would not 
do at all. Was Li that stupid? Did he not know how bears 
ate? This small amount of food might work for one of his 
anorexia orgies, but not a bear party. Why, this was hardly 
enough for two bears, maybe three, let alone the dozen or 
more Li said he’d invited. 

I wanted to scream. Did scream, “Lionel!” at the top of 
my lungs. 

No answer. 

I went out onto the balcony and saw he’d set up a 
small grill. Shit! Even if I did rush out and buy some more 
food before everyone started getting here, this thing 
wouldn’t work! It would take all day to cook enough food. 


Piss up a rope! 

I dashed in the living room. Looked for Lionel’s bucket 
of lube tubes and condoms. Nada. 

This was bad. 

And I didn’t even want a party! A month ago would 
have been one thing, but now? 

Shit! 

There was a knock on the door. 

A knock? I hadn’t heard anyone buzz to be let up. What 
time was it? People shouldn’t be getting here until this 
evening! 

I ran to the door, yanked it open... 

... and my mouth fell open. 

It was Tommy. 

I felt my heart stop. I actually saw little dots in front of 
my eyes. 

“Tommy?” I said. 

He nodded. “In the glorious flesh.” 

And then I was leaping forward, pulling him into my 
arms, and kissing him like I had never kissed anyone in my 
life. Like my life, my very life, depended on it. This was no 
soft kiss. I opened my mouth to him immediately, demanded 
entrance into his. He surrendered to me and an instant 
later our tongues were dueling like swords. My arms swept 
up and down his back, grabbed his sweet ass, pulled him 
tighter against me. My cock hardened and I pushed up 
against his jeans, as if I could push right through the fabric 
of both our clothes and somehow find entrance into his 
soul. 

Finally he pulled back, and asked if he could come in. 

I nodded, still unable to talk. Stood aside. Got in his 
way again as I went for his bags, which rested to his left 
and right. I thought of Jeannie telling me I didn’t have to 


pack my whole apartment and how I’d told her I was a gay 
man and had to pack for every eventuality. Tommy and I 
near conked heads reaching for the bags at the same time. 

We played a game of dance and bob until we both got 
inside without further injury. 

Then I got to the point where I could talk again. 

“What are you doing here?” I asked. “How did you find 
me?” 

“You gave me your address,” he said. 

“I did? I did! That’s right.” I scratched my head. “What 
are you doing here?” 

“I can leave if you want,” he said. 

“Don’t you fucking dare.” I shook my head and realized 
that I was once more near tears. “I just can’t believe you’re 
here.” 

“Well, when Lionel called, I called Jacob and he said 
he’d pay me to come into the Razzle Dazzle and....” 

“Wait,” I said. Had I heard right? “Lionel called you?” 

Tommy gave me one of his sweet smiles and nodded 
once. “Surprise.” 

“Oh Tommy!” I pulled him into my arms again, tight, 
rocked him. “I can’t believe it.” 

“Well,” he rasped. “I-I-... could you let loose a little bit? 
I-I can hardly b-breathe.” 

“No!” I said. “I am never going to let you go again.” I 
stepped back only slightly. After all, I didn’t want him to 
smother. 

“Never?” he asked. 


“Never,” I answered. “I don’t even care if you have a 
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“A cat? What?” he asked. “I do.” 
“T know. I still don’t care.” 


Cat. 


Then I was pulling him close again and kissing him like 
I was in love. 


I ALL but dragged Tommy to my room, slammed the door 
and turned to him and said it. 


Had I said it before? 

Since I was, like, eighteen, that is? 
“Tommy?” 

“Yes, Jude?” 

“T’ve fallen in love with you.” 


He smiled that smile that made the deep lines appear 
around his face. “I’m totally in love with you,” he said. 
“That’s why I’m here.” 


I thought I might have a heart attack right then, my 
heart was beating so hard. I reached out, touched the side 
of his face, let my fingers trace those lines at last. 


He jerked his head away and giggled. “What are you 
doing?” 

“Touching you,” I said. “And now I am going to make 
love to you.” 


I kissed him. Kissed where I had touched and then his 
eyes and then those sweet lips. Slowly this time. Taking my 
time. He kissed me back too. Our foreheads touched, our 
noses nestled side by side. I kissed him leisurely and 
lovingly, proving to myself that he was really here. In 
Chicago. In my room. 

Then, of like minds, we slowly opened our mouths 
together, took each other’s tongues, tasted each other. I 
could taste his airplane peanuts. 

I pulled back. Had I brushed my teeth? Yes. Whew. Yes, 
I had. 


Tommy pulled me back, kissed harder and I took his 
lead. I ran my hands up and down his back, tried to get to 
his skin and realized he’d tucked in his shirt. I pulled it out 
and ran my hands up his back, feeling his skin. He ran his 
hands up my back as well, up under my tank top, and I 
trembled at his touch, felt gooseflesh run all over my body. 


We breathed into each other, taking our very breath 
from each other’s lungs. Kissed until I had to kiss more of 
him. I kissed his jaw and his ear and then the other, licking 
as well. I sucked at his jaw, down his throat, sucked his 
Adam ’s apple, and he moaned and cried out and his sounds 
only fueled me on. 


I yanked at his shirt, pulling it up over his head, seeing 
first that sexy hairy tummy come into view, then that low 
triangle between his pecs, then the furriest pits I’d ever 
seen. As the shirt came off over his head I quickly buried 
my face in one of them, a little fetish (I’ve been told it is, 
anyway) I developed somewhere in my early days of sex. 
They’re just so damned masculine. Funny that I find them 
so fucking sexy on a man and not a woman. But then I’m 
gay and not interested in women’s anythings anyway. 

So I buried my face in his pit and breathed in the scent 
of him, sucked at the hair, and he was so fresh. Nothing like 
Li said I’d been smelling lately and no antiperspirant either. 
He was just salty and it made my mouth water for him. 

He giggled and pulled away. “Don’t! I can’t take it!” 

“You will,” I said and lifted his other arm and dug my 
face in there as well. He held on as long as he could and 
then pulled away, cackling uncontrollably. 

“Maybe Tl tie you down,” I growled. 

“Next time,” he whispered. “This time we make love.” 

“Oh God,” I all but sobbed and pulled him close again. 
Kissed his face as he kissed mine. As my kisses moved 
down again, he moaned, ran his fingers through my hair, 


and told me he loved me. I could only whimper in response, 
and I pressed my face into that triangle of luxurious hair on 
his chest. It was so soft. So soft. 


Then I went to one knee, kissing that belly. Oh, I had 
dreamed of that belly. The slight swell making him so real. 
Fuck the six-pack, this is what J wanted. A human being. 
Someone I knew didn’t spend three hours of the day in the 
gym each day. If he had time like that on his hands, I 
wanted him to spend it with me. 


(... except he can’t—he lives five hundred miles 
away...) 


I ignored that voice and kept kissing, licking, wetting 
the hair down as I unbuckled his belt and unsnapped his 
pants, felt the hardening length of him against my chest. 


“Wait,” he cried out. 


I looked up. Wondered at that expression. What was 
that expression on his face? “Come here,” he said in answer 
and reached down, pulled me up. He whisked my shirt off, 
and began kissing my chest. I moaned. Oh, to be made Jove 
to! I loved worshipping a man’s body, and my lovers would 
selfishly let me. Today? Today someone was making love 
back. 


Tommy was paying attention to my body language and 
took my nipples in his mouth. He nipped at them, just hard 
enough to make me gasp, but not hurt me. He could hurt 
me later if he wanted. I didn’t care. Just let me gear up. 


He pulled back slightly, looked into my eyes, shrugged, 
and he lifted my arms and treated my pits to the same 
loving I’d given his. “Oh!” I whimpered. “Oh-oh-oh!” rd 
done this to a man countless times. Why couldn’t my lovers 
—even if only lovers for a night, an hour—have done this to 
me? What Tommy was doing was exquisite! Like tickling 
and cumming and pain all at once! Dear God in heaven! 


I guess I wasn’t quite as ticklish as Tommy because I 
luxuriated in what he was doing, letting the goose bumps 
run shivering over my flesh like ripples on the sand in a 
desert. 


He dropped to his knees and kissed my belly, then 
stuck his tongue deep into my belly button. My pants were 
a different story. All I was wearing were those shorts. I 
couldn’t have hidden my excitement if I’d wanted to. “Oh 
God,” he whispered. He looked up and gave me a 
mischievous smile. “Jude, your shorts are driving me 
bonkers. I want to pounce on you and rip them off!” And 
then he took me into his mouth, fabric and all. 


“Tommy!” I shouted. 


He reached up, slowly pulled my shorts down from the 
back, and grabbed at my bare ass. My cock, rigid as steel, 
kept my shorts from going down any farther in front. He 
took care of that just when I couldn’t stand the limited 
contact any further. He freed my cock from the confines of 
that gray fabric, and I sprang out as taut as a bowstring. 


Tommy moaned. 


I looked down, stunned by his beauty and what was 
about to happen to me. 


Tommy took me into his mouth. 


Words fail! The wetness. The heat. His beautiful face, 
his lips stretched wide to take me in. I didn’t know whether 
to cry or cum. 


He took me to my pubic hair. It was a slow wet plunge, 
and I gasped at the sight and pleasure of it. His tongue 
flexed and did magical things to the underside of my penis. 
“Tommy,” I cried again. He looked up at me and his eyes! 
His bewitching eyes and my pubes at his lips. I don’t know 
how I didn’t cum right then. 


He pulled back slowly, his tongue swaying and flexing, 
and just as I knew I was about to finish, he let go and told 


me he loved me. 
“Kiss me,” I said. 


He smiled sweetly and kissed the head of my cock. 
“Like that?” 


“That and more. Come here,” I said and he rose to his 
feet. I took him into my arms again, kissed him deeply, 
maneuvered him backward, and then pushed him back onto 
my bed. 


He fell and I was on him. Straddled him. Kissed him all 
the more. Then began kissing down his body again until I 
was Climbing off him and kneeling on the floor. 


I grabbed his pants and then ordered him to lift. 
Tommy raised his butt and I pulled the jeans down. They 
caught on his damned shoes, I yanked the offending things 
off, and then finished with his jeans. 


I shouldn’t have been surprised that he had hot 
underwear. This was Tommy after all. Bluebucks, all small 
and dark blue, his rigid cock so clearly and visibly straining 
the fabric. This time there was no doubt, that was a wet 
spot forming, larger by the minute, and with a moan, I 
began to suck at it. The flavor swept across my taste buds, 
thick and sweet and salty all at once. I imbibed it, took in 
the very essence of Tommy and reveled in it. 


“Oh Jude!” he blubbered, and that only inspired me. 
This wasn’t about impressing some trick with my sexual 
prowess. This was about making love. I wanted and needed 
him to see how much I loved him. 


I took the sky-blue band of that underwear and slowly 
tugged it down in the front until finally Tommy’s cock was 
revealed to me. It was beautiful. Thick, long but not too 
long. Surrounded by a dense thatch of pubic hair, yet so 
perfect it might have been groomed. Not too much. Just 
right. 


His perfect cock jumped. Jumped again. A pearl of 
precum formed at the tip and then fell, making a shining 
string. I scooped it up with my tongue and then at last, at 
last I had Tommy in my mouth. Slowly, I descended, taking 
him deep, letting my tongue dance along the underside, 
knowing what pleasure that gave. I’d been known to cum 
from nothing else. As my lips snuggled in his pubic hair I 
marveled at how soft it was. How sweet and sexy. 


Tommy ran his fingers through my hair, clutched at 
me. His hips rose off the bed as he tried to get even more of 
himself into me. I took it. I took Tommy. 


“Jude!” he shouted. “Get up here. I’m going to cum and 
I’m not ready!” 


Reluctantly, I released his cock and crawled up his 
body and again we kissed. He wrapped his legs around me, 
raising his butt against my hard-on, the head of my cock at 
his tight hairy balls. I thrust against him and he 
whimpered. I thrust again and he pushed back and I 
whimpered as well. I wanted him so bad. 


I shoved my hands under his knees and spread his legs 
wide and then pushed back more and the cleft of his ass 
opened to me, revealing his beautiful pink hole nestled in a 
field of soft fur. I moaned, practically sobbed at the beauty 
before me. I noticed he was still wearing dark socks and 
that would not do at all. I quickly pulled them off, and found 
that even his feet were sexy. Strong, wide, a patch of hair 
on the top of them, as well as on his toes. The smell here, 
too, was clean but musky and manly, and I decided to make 
love to them before going for what I wanted most. I wanted 
to make love to every inch of him. Leave nothing out. 

His feet tasted of flesh and man and soap, and he 
giggled and thrashed about. I knew he was fighting to keep 
from kicking. I sucked each toe, making sure not a one of 


them was left out, and started again when he begged me to 
stop. 

“I can’t take it anymore,” he said. I looked down into 
his handsome face, those deep lines back, and took mercy 
on him. Kissed him deep and hard, then spread his legs 
back and lowered my face to make love to his most sacred 
place. 


At first I just kissed it lightly, like I had his lips before. I 
ran my goatee up and down his trench and across the 
surface of his asshole and balls. Tommy was all but 
screaming. I glanced to see he had the palm of his hand in 
his mouth, clamped on it to keep his shouts at bay. 


“It’s the middle of the day,” I told him. “In a gay 
building. Who gives a shit if someone hears?” 


I dropped my face back to his ass and began to lick 
and then suck at his hole, and taking my advice, Tommy 
began yelling out in pleasure. Slowly, the tight furls of his 
asshole began to relax and open to my ministrations, and 
finally he was open for me. I drilled into his hole with my 
tongue, feeling the satin texture of his innermost self. It 
was one of the most exciting moments of my life. 


“Oh Jude. I need you. Fuck me, please. Please, fuck 


yw 


me. 


“Oh yes,” I said and then crawled up him again, my 
cock in his face as I dug in my bedside table for a condom. 
He took advantage of it too. Sucked at my balls and I 
shuddered in pleasure. I pulled back, settled on his chest, 
tore open the package and placed the condom on the head 
of my cock. 

“One day soon I want you to take me without one of 
those,” Tommy said. 

I nodded. “And we are going to be able to do that,” I 
said, smiling. “I’m negative,” I reminded him. “But we can 
go get tested together. So you can be confidant.” 


“I’m negative too,” he told me. He reached up, stroked 
my cheek. “Jude... I haven’t been fucked bare in a decade.” 

I swallowed hard. 

Was he suggesting...? “Tommy. You’re not saying that 
because of what I told you about condoms in my books, are 
you? Books are fantasy. This is real life.” 

He shook his head. “No, Jude.” 

“But....” 

“T trust you, Jude.” 

“But....” 

“T know that you wouldn’t lie to me. I know that you’re 
neg.” His beautiful eyes were wide and pleading. “Do you 
trust me?” 

I nodded heartily. “Oh, I do.” 

“Then I want you bare our first time.” 

This was crazy. I know I loved him, but we hardly knew 
each other. Did I do something this significant? Something 
so intimate and then we turn around and then discover we 
couldn’t stand the sight of each other in a week? 

But as I looked into his eyes, I realized that wasn’t 
going to happen. I did know Tommy. Soul deep. I wasn’t 
ever going to be tired of him. I was going to spend my life 
with him. I knew it. 

“Tommy Smith, I am in love with you.” 

“T’m in love with you, Jude Parks.” 

Shit! This was crazy! I threw the condom aside, 
scooted back between his legs and he spread for me, 
exposing that beautiful wet hole for me again. I placed the 
head of my cock against the nest of him, looked at him 
again, and he nodded. 

I pushed. 


He opened to me as if I belonged there and had 
belonged there my whole life. I slid in slowly, watching his 
face, making sure I wasn’t hurting him, and then I was 
washed away into the exquisiteness of his tight, wet, velvet 
depths, and before I knew what was happening, I came. 


I shouted out and came and came and all but blacked 
out. I fell upon him and sobbed out my apologies. “So sorry! 
I can-can’t b-believe I ca-came so-so fast.” 


Tommy just made shushing noises and stroked my hair 
and neck and back. “It’s okay,” he said. 


“It’s just that you feel so good. I haven’t really been 
inside a man in so damned long. Not without that fucking 
horrible barrier. But this....” 


“It’s why I wanted you like this,” he said. “I wanted you 
to cum inside me, and not in that latex. It feels so 
incredible. So real. I love you, Jude.” 


Real. 
“T love you, Tommy.” 


I shifted, and to my pleasant surprise, realized I hadn’t 
even begun to get soft. It had been awhile since that had 
happened. But then, I was buried bare inside the man I 
loved. No wonder I came so fast. I hadn’t felt anything like 
this in years. No wonder I was still hard. I was linked to the 
man I loved. 


I pulled out slightly, thrust forward and my mind 
boggled at how good it felt. The very real flesh of him 
gripping me. The heat and the velvet and wet. Almost 
overwhelming. I had forgotten what real flesh felt like, 
without that blockade separating me from a lover. Both 
physically and metaphysically. 

And he was slick from my cum. Any worries that I 
might hurt him were gone. 


“You're still....” His eyes were wide with wonder. “Still 
hard. Fuck me. Oh fuck me, Jude!” 


I did. 


I made love to him like I had never made love before. I 
held him, pulled him closer, kissed him. Kissed his mouth 
and his face. Sucked at his collarbone and his neck and 
made my mark. Claimed him. He wrapped his legs around 
me tight, tighter, digging his heels into my ass and urging 
me on. I thrust harder and harder, faster and faster, and 
when I felt I might cum, slowed down. This time I would 
last. 


I did too. Fucked him forever, until I was shocked when 
he suddenly shouted, his eyes as wide as I had ever seen 
them, and he began to cum. He hadn’t touched himself. His 
cock throbbed and spewed out his seed, great ropes jetting 
out and then falling against his chest and neck and even his 
cheek. I yanked him close, let him finish against my belly, 
licked up his cum from his cheek and then I too came. 


I thought I was dying. 

I didn’t know anything could feel so wonderful, so 
overwhelming, so perfect. 

When I could finally think, I rolled off of him and he 
went with me, pulling with his legs again to keep me inside. 

“I love you,” I said. 

“T love you.” 


LATER, Tommy fucked me. It had been awhile for me, but he 
was careful. He rimmed the hell out of me first, and then 
took me with his thick cock and once again I thought I 
might die from it all. 


When we were done we held each other close, 
murmured endearments to each other, whispered love. 


Finally I asked, “How are you here?” 

“T told you,” he said. “It was Lionel. And Jeannie, of 
course. They’d been consulting.” 

“Jeannie?” 

“Did you think she could stay out of your biz-ness? 
Lionel found my number in your phone and called me. I saw 
the ID and pounced on that phone. I’d wanted to call you 
and was too afraid.” 

“Oh Tommy. I am so sorry.” 

“Shush. And then it was Lionel on the phone and he 
told me that if I didn’t come to Chicago and see you that he 
was going to jump off the balcony. He said your moping 
around was driving him crazy. Were you moping around? 
Tell me you were moping around.” 

“Baby,” I said. “I was the original Victorian heroine, all 
but taking poison and ending it all.” 

Tommy giggled. “I’m glad you didn’t.” 

“Me too,” I said. 

There was a knock on the door. “It sounds like you’re 
taking a break,” came Lionel’s voice. “May I come in?” 

I looked at Tommy and he smiled and nodded, so I let 
Li know he was welcome. We didn’t even bother covering 
up. We had nothing to hide. 

“Oh!” Lionel cried. “Girl! I’m gonna faint. How pretty! 
Two hairy bear cubs all huggly and sticky.” He stood there, 
hand at his heart, looking like a black version of a Victorian 
heroine himself. 

We both laughed. “What do you want, Li?” I asked. 

“I thought I’d start the grill, if you two are ready for 
sustenance.” 

“T didn’t know you knew that word,” I teased. 


“Tve been reading,” he replied. “This amazing author 
named Jude Parks. Heard of him?” 


“T have,” Tommy said. 


“Does he make love in real life as good as he does in 
his books?” Li asked. 


“He does indeed.” 


“Ooooohhhhhh, girl!” Lionel cooed. “I shoot to the 
ceiling reading his stories. Knocked a hole in the wall.” 


“You are nasty,” I said. 


“Nasty is good,” Lionel said. “Nasty is the best. I hope 
you two were very nasty.” 


“We were wonderful,” I said. 

“So are you going to live now? Stop flouncing around 
the apartment like you’re about to die?” 

I grinned. “Yes. Iam most definitely going to live.” 

“Good. And I suppose this is love?” 

“Definitely,” Tommy said. 

Lionel looked at me. 

“Love,” I said. 

Lionel shook his head. “Well, if that’s what you two 


want, then I am happy for you.” He spun on one heel and 
headed for the door. “I am making dinner.” 

“You know that isn’t enough food for a party for 
bears,” I said, suddenly remembering what was to come 
that evening. What were we going to do? Leave? I wasn’t 
sharing Tommy with anyone, let alone a room full of bears. 
And I wasn’t interested in sex with anyone else. 


Lionel turned again, put his hands on his hips. “It’s 
enough for a party for three!” 

“What?” I asked. 

He gave me an are-you-stupid smirk. “Honey. I know 
you ain’t that dumb. Did you really think I invited anyone 


but lover boy here?” He pointed at Tommy. 
I looked at my new lover (lover’). 
Tommy nodded. “It’s just me.” 


I suddenly felt like I might cry. “Oh baby,” I said. “It’s 
never ‘just’ you. You are all there is.” 


“Sweet talker, dirty walker,” he giggled. 
“And all yours,” I said and kissed him again. 


“Oh my!” Lionel said. “I can see the dicks a-stirring. I 
am closing this door. You have one hour!” 


He shut the door, and I looked deep into Tommy’s eyes. 
“Nope. Not an hour. We have all the time in the world.” 


“All the time in the world,” Tommy repeated. 
And then we made love again. 


EPILOGUE 


AND that’s pretty much how it happened. 


Siobhan O’Riain gave me the idea, I am loath to admit, 
but after that Kansas City Chronicle story—which was not 
what the reporter promised—I began to think I needed to 
tell the story of how it really happened. Or as close as a 
person can. 


They say if a crowd of people observe a car accident, 
they'll all tell a different story—and that weekend was a 
huge car wreck in so many ways—but I’ve done the best I 
can in telling it. Tommy has read this, made some 
observations and sometimes I made some changes in what I 
wrote. But he says it’s pretty accurate. Jeannie too. 


The People Magazine article was okay, considering 
their articles are—to paraphrase Jeff Goldblum in the movie 
The Big Chill—never longer than the average person can 
read during the average crap. 


It was fun being on Ellen, though, I must say. She is 
truly delightful and in some ways all of this was worth that 
opportunity alone. 


But the more I thought about it, the more I knew I had 
to write my story in my own words. Most of all, I needed to 
strike while anyone still cared. Assignations, presidential 
affairs, serial killings, and celebrity weddings are old news 
overnight, after all. 


What’s exciting is that from what Gail has told me, 
presales alone are going to make this my best seller. And I 


mean a real one! Huge! 


Putnam offered to buy it, but I’m loyal to the people I 
started off with, and that makes me happy. The telling of 
my story makes me happy. 


As for Olive Niedermeyer, aka Mouse-Woman, well 
she’s been put away where she won’t be able to hurt 
anyone for a long, long time. The police found the body of 
her husband right where they expected: in her extensive 
and prize-winning gardens in the backyard. Seems she had 
quite a crop of tomatoes coming in, but no one’s eating 
them. 

Of course, even with all that happened, that fateful 
weekend wasn’t a complete disaster. Not considering its 
consequences. 

After all, I met Tommy. 

For those interested, the answer is yes. We’re living 
together. 

I did the lesbian thing within a week of his surprise 
visit. 

Rented a U-Haul and moved myself to Kansas City. 

Not a bad deal at all. 

I get to see Jeannie and Gail a lot more often. 

With the decrease in my cost of living, I work 
exclusively for New Visions Press. Tommy’s not working for 
the adult bookstore anymore. I was pretty emphatic about 
that. Plus he doesn’t need that income. 

Yes, I’m a “drag husband,” but I don’t really mind. I 
love seeing what he’ll come up with next. In fact, I’ve used 
my writer’s imagination to help him with an act or two! 

I’ve met his mom. She’s delightful and crazy and spacy 
and I can see a lot of Tommy in her, or vice versa. 

And I’ve spent some time with my own mother. The 
first visit was pretty strained considering she disowned me, 


kicked me out when I was only eighteen, and I hadn’t seen 
her in over half my life, but with Pastor Brown there, we 
got through it. Her change of heart seems to be legitimate. 
I think of Tommy’s lessons in letting things go, and I am 
trying to make a go of reestablishing a relationship with 
her. She likes Tommy, by the way, and that gives her points 
right there. We even spent some time with her the last time 
Tommy had a gig at Razzle Dazzle. 


Oh! And I’ve found the local LGBT Center in Kansas 
City, an organization close to my heart. It’s nice to be able 
to tell those kids that it really does get better. What’s 
happened in my life is proof of that. What’s happened with 
me and my mom is proof of that. 


We managed to snap up one of the rare three-bedroom 
apartments in the Oh-So-Wild Building that Tommy lived in. 
It’s perfect. Gay neighbors. We have a stunning marble 
fireplace and oh! The bathroom! It has peach tiles with a 
matching sink and commode! I was amazed. Tommy says 
it’s very 1920s. How cool is that? Or maybe it’s something 
only a gay man can get excited about? 


And the apartment accepts cats. Did I mention that 
Tommy has a cat? It’s amazing what you can learn to live 
with. Hey. Precious had to learn to live with me too. 


I love that we have a bedroom for my office, one for his 
closet, and the last for us, of course. 


Because I am never going to let him sleep with anyone 
but me. 


See, I met my dream man. 


I spent way too much time trying to find someone to 
sleep with instead of finding someone worth waking up to. 


And, my God. 
It is true. 
I have found someone worth waking up to. 


And we're going to live happily ever after. I know that 
with every fiber of my being. 


All I had to do was find a little faith. 


A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR 


IF you are looking for a place to donate a few dollars, 
please consider the LGBTQ Youth Centers in your area. 
They are amazing and do such great work. 


I’ve read that that there is an estimated 1.6 million to 
2.8 million homeless American youth, and that between 20 
and 40 percent of them identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual or 
transgender. Many of these kids were kicked out of their 
homes due to their sexuality. The youth centers help find 
them a place to stay, provide mentoring, all kinds of health 
care including HIV testing, and counseling to help with 
drug addiction. 


Thank God my mom deals with me being gay. There 
are a lot of families out there who don’t. 


You can easily find a local service or even national one 
by using the internet. 


AND a Special Thanks! 


A special thanks to Storm Large for letting me use her 
song “8 Miles Wide” in my novel. When I heard her song, I 
knew it was perfect for Tommy, aka Dixie Wrecked, to sing. 
So I contacted her and she graciously consented to let me 
use it. She is an awesome lady and an amazing talent. Not 
only is she a singer, but she is a songwriter, author, and 
actor as well. She received attention nationally when she 
appeared as a contestant on the television reality show 
Rock Star: Supernova. 


Look for her at http://stormlarge.com. You won’t regret 
it! 


And if you want to hear her sing her song “8 Miles 
Wide,” you can find her on YouTube. 


Check it out! You'll love it! 


B.G. THomas lives in Kansas City with his husband of more 
than a decade and their fabulous little dog. He sees his 
wonderful daughter just often enough to miss her when she 
isn’t there. He has a romantic soul and is extraordinarily 
lucky to have many friends. 


He loves science fiction and fantasy, horror, and romance, 
and has gone to SF&F conventions his entire adult life. 
He’s been lucky enough to meet many of his favorite 
writers. He has made up stories since he was a kid; it is 
where he finds his joy. In the nineties, he wrote for gay 
magazines but stopped because they wanted all porn 
without plot. 


Excited about the growing same-sex romance market, he 
started writing again. He sent out a story and was thrilled 
when it was almost immediately accepted. 

“Leap, and the net will appear,” is his personal philosophy. 
“It is never too late,” he states. “Pursue your dreams. They 
will come true!” 

Visit his website at http://bgthomas.t83.net or his blog at 
http://bg-thomas. livejournal.com or contact him directly at 
bgthomaswriter@ aol.com. 
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